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PART I- OVERVIEW
Irony is one mechanism that advertisers use to attract consumer attention. Although
ironic advertising (IA) is utilized in the mass media, it has received surprisingly little
conceptual or empirical attention from marketing scholars. Perhaps one reason for this is
that in marketing irony has been viewed primarily from a postmodern perspective. This is
in marked contrast to psycholinguists where the phenomenon is approached from a more
ecumenical, realist point of view. This dissertation is based on the premise that a realist
approach to ironic advertising would produce insights for both marketing theory and
practice.
This dissertation comprises of three papers that look at ironic advertising from different,
but complimentary, perspectives. The first paper proposes a definition of ironic
advertising and develops a theoretical model of ironic communications. In the second
paper the model empirically tested in a series of experiments. The third paper seeks to
look at the relationship between perceived brand value and ironic advertising. Each paper
is now described in more detail.
In the first paper, titled “Ad Bites: Towards A Theory of Ironic Advertising”, we set out
to remedy the hiatus between practice and research, by laying the theoretical foundations
of research into ironic advertising. Specifically, we define the construct and then proceed
to develop a theory that explains how IA works. From this, we develop a series of
propositions that specify how a message and its interpretation interact to determine the
relative efficacy of an ironic communication. We then outline a research agenda, and
conclude by specifying the contribution of the theory to practitioners and researchers.
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The second paper, “Ironing Skepticism: Exploring the Effect of Ironic Advertising on
The Proto-Skeptical Consumer”, focuses on consumer skepticism towards advertising.
We note that skepticism is as an ongoing challenge for marketers and propose that ironic
advertising as one possible solution. For the consumer, skepticism questions or negates
the overt message. For the marketer, irony mirrors this: irony subverts or negates the
explicit message. Perhaps unsurprisingly irony is increasingly being used in adverting.
However, surprisingly there is little or no research into the use of irony to circumvent
skepticism. In this paper we develop a theoretical linkage between skepticism and irony
and derive a series of hypotheses. Results from four studies to test the proposed
hypotheses are presented. The lessons drawn from these results inform a series of future
experiments where the phenomena will be explored in greater detail, and questions of
priming and moderation addressed.
The third paper, “Branding Irony: Effect of ironic advertising on brand value” takes
advertisements for brands such as Burger King, Toyota, Cadillac and Saturn; and
explores how irony impacts perceived brand value. Three experiments were designed to
test the main effect of ironic advertising, the moderating effect of previous perceptions of
brand value and as the moderating effect of brand familiarity. The results, their
theoretical and practical implications are discussed and directions for future research
explored.
Table 1.1 summarizes the three papers in terms of the theory employed, research
questions answered and contributions to both theory and practice.

Paper 1

Paper 2

Paper 3
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Theory

Psycholinguistics
Advertising theory
Postmodern
consumption/ marketing

Ironic adverting/ communication
Typology in paper 1
Skepticism towards advertising

Ironic adverting/
communication
Typology in paper 1
Brand value, brand
familiarity

Research
questions

What is Ironic
advertising?
On whom is it most
effective and when?

What is the effectiveness of IA?
To whom does it appeal, more
specifically is there a relationship
between skepticism towards
advertising and acceptance of
ironic messages in advertising?

How does the use of
irony influence the
perception of brand
value?

Method

Abductive and
inductive reasoning

Experiments, follow-up survey
and interview

Experiments

Results

Model

Hypotheses results explained in
table 3.13

Hypotheses results
explained in table 4.12

Theoretical
contributions

Definition of IA
Process of
IA/communication
Typology

Testing theory: both IA and
skepticism towards advertising

Testing theory: the
effect of ironic
advertising on brand
value

Practical
contributions

Suggests another
How can advertising practitioners The place of ironic
mechanism for
strategize using the results?
symbolism in brand
practitioners, if they
value creation
haven’t been using it
yet. If they have been,
then helps them make
more informed decisions
in terms of when, and
where to use IA

Table 1.1: The Papers and their Contribution
Each paper, independently, makes contributions to advertising theory and practice;
together, through the integration of their findings, further insights emerge. The first paper
contributes by taking a realist perspective on ironic advertising. While we recognize the
postmodern take on irony, we believe that researchers need to move beyond
deconstruction to offer more pragmatic, actionable advice. The model proposed in our
first paper is therefore both a step towards developing advertising strategy using irony
and a step towards empirically testing the relationship between ironic communications
and consumer behavior - as seen in our second paper. One goal of business scholars in
any domain is the integration of theory building, testing and real life implications; the
3

third paper thus completes this trilogy by testing real-life examples from industry. This
provides both managerial implications and theoretical implications for further research.
The three papers, taken together, go towards offering a broad understanding of irony in
advertising. Figure 1.1 illustrates the intersection and integration of the three papers.
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Paper 2:
Paper 1:
Ad Bites: Towards a
Theory of Ironic
Advertising

Testing
theory (1) with
experimental
designs (2)
Bring theory (1),
evidence (lab
results) (2) and
practice (field
results) (3)
together

Bridge the gap
between theory (1)
and practice (3)

Ironing Skepticism:
Exploring the effect of
Ironic Advertising on
the proto-Skeptical
Consumer

Evidence from
Consumer behavior
(2) research
informs practice
(3)

The results (of 2)
Paper 3:

Ironizing Icons: The Effect of Ironic
Advertising on Brand Value

Figure 1.1: How the Papers Fit Together
In the following sections we introduce the interdisciplinary literature from
psycholinguistics, consumer behavior and advertising theory that constitute the
background to all three papers. Moreover we develop the model and reveal the results of
an exploratory pilot study.
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PART II
AD BITES:
TOWARDS A THEORY OF IRONIC ADVERTISING1

Abstract
Irony is employed to add edge or bite to advertising – to make it stand out. Yet the irony
of ironic advertising is that it is used but not thoroughly understood; practiced but not
well researched. In this paper we set out to remedy this hiatus by laying the foundations
of research into ironic advertising. Specifically, we define the construct and then go onto
developing a theory that explains how ironic advertising works. From this, we develop a
series of propositions that specify how a message and its interpretation interact to
determine the relative efficacy of an ironic communication. Then we outline a research
agenda, and conclude by specifying the contribution of the theory to practitioners and
researchers.

Pehlivan, E., Berthon, P and Pitt, L. (2011) “Ad Bites: Towards a Theory of
Ironic Advertising” Journal of Advertising Research Vol. 51, No. 2, pp. 417426.
1
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Before the presidential elections of 2008, a campaign, featuring prominent TV and Film
celebrities, was launched on YouTube. It was designed to promote voting among internet
literate Americans. However rather than encouraging people to vote, the celebrities did
the opposite, they asked viewers not to vote! The advertisement featured actors from
Leonardo DiCaprio to Dustin Hoffman repeating the phrase “Don’t vote” for about oneand-a-half minutes. (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0vtHwWReGU0 ).
The above advertisement is an example of irony, a strategy that adds bite to marketing
communications. Marketers have always found different tactics to attract attention;
however, with the rise of internet marketing and the increasing cacophony of competing
advertising voices, marketers are increasingly employing unconventional mechanisms to
attract attention (Brown 2003; Brown 1993). Irony is one of these tools. As Brown (2003)
observes, “Ironic advertising takes marketing-savvy consumers as a given and seeks to
ironize the norms, clichés, and customer-centric sanctimoniousness of the marketing
industry.”
However, irony can be a double-edged sword. Marketing scholars (Deighton 1985; Stern
1990) who studied rhetoric - the art of using language effectively and persuasively – in
advertising cautioned practitioners against the use of tropes (rhetorical devices),
especially irony. The main premise behind this warning was that irony can lead to
confusion about the message, hence increasing the probability of misinterpretation.
Furthermore they suggest that the use of any rhetoric (as defined in Deighton 1985) might
be perceived as deceptive.
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Despite these potential drawbacks, recent examples from consumer generated marketing
initiatives suggest the popularity of irony among consumers: “Sales of the Kitsch Three
Wolf Moon T-shirt shot up 2300% after a spate of ironic reviews went viral” reports
BBC news (Emery 2009). Customers of Amazon left a string of ironic reviews for the tshirt, making it one of the most popular products on Amazon. Customers demanded,
created and evidently understood humor through the use of rhetorical irony in promoting
a product (Stern 1990).
Due to the demand from consumers for irony, sarcasm and other forms of rhetoric,
advertising agencies also have been creating ironic ads. Ogilvy is one such agency; one
of its ironic ads aired on TVs all across the US: the humorous but semi-serious
advertisement for “Post shredded wheat” titled ‘some words on progress.’ The tagline of
the campaign is “We put the ‘NO’ in innovation” (Lukovitz 2009)
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ULzt2rZjT4Q). The message of the advertisement on
the surface violates conventional expectations, yet the use of irony emphasized the purity
of the all-natural cereal.
Irony or rhetoric in general, has been adopted by postmodernist scholars of business,
specifically marketing (Brown 1993, Stern 1990). Interpretivist marketing research has
provided valuable insights however there are no studies that look at the phenomenon
from a realist perspective. We claim that it is possible to develop theories and test these
theories using realist methodologies as utilized in mainstream marketing, social
psychology or psycholinguistic research. In fact, this paper promises valuable
contributions to advertising theory, because it focuses on a concept, used by practitioners
and researched only through a postmodernist lens and neglected by mainstream
8

marketing research. The irony of ironic advertising is that, although it is used, it is not
well understood. This might cause problems for both practice and academe. The
practitioner, always runs the risk of the consumer “not getting” the irony and the
advertisement. For the academic, there is a corresponding hiatus in our knowledge in an
important area of advertising theory. Consequently, research in ironic advertising would
benefit both practitioners and academics alike.
A comprehensive review of the marketing literature suggests that only a few scholars
have touched upon the term “ironic advertising.” According to Stern (1989) rhetorical
irony as a type of humor in advertising language is one specific form of ironic
advertising. Deighton (1987) as well as McQuarrie and Mick (1996) discuss a broader
understanding of rhetoric in advertising language and mentioned ironic advertising as just
one of many possibilities. To our knowledge “Ironic Advertising” has neither been
defined nor researched by marketing scholars. This is somewhat strange as it is
specifically acknowledged as an advertising strategy (e.g. Brown 1993), and marketers
are aware of both the phenomenon and its utility. Thus we have an advertising
mechanism that is used in advertising practice, but is neither theoretically defined nor
understood in terms of the context in which it works or how consumers process it. In this
paper we seek to address this hiatus in our knowledge, and specifically seek to answer the
following questions. First, what is ironic advertising? Currently we have no working
definition or any understanding of the different types of ironic advertising. Second, how
does it work? Questions as to its construction (by the advertiser) and its interpretation (by
the consumer) remain open. Third, when is it effective and to whom? That is, what are
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the contextual factors – individual and situational – that render ironic advertising
effective or ineffective? Finally which problems should future research address?
With these questions in mind, our paper is organized as follows. First, drawing on irony’s
etymological derivation we define ironic advertising and break it down into its generative
components. Second we touch upon a parallel literature stream, incongruity in
advertising, to identify the conceptual similarities and differences. Next, drawing on the
psycholinguistic literature we review the message cues that are used to signal irony and
define ironic sophistication of an advertising message. Fourth, we turn to the
interpretation of irony and introduce the notion of ironic literacy of a consumer. Last, we
combine message and interpretation to develop a model and corresponding set of
propositions for ironic advertising. Finally, we propose a research agenda to test and
expand the model.
Defining Ironic Advertising
Irony emerged out of Greek rhetoric and is an instrument to convey non-literal meaning.
The term has been defined in multiple ways, but common to most definitions is the notion
of two levels of meaning. As Fowler (1999) observes “any definition of irony—though
hundreds might be given, and very few of them would be accepted—must include this,
that the surface meaning and the underlying meaning of what is said are not the same.” A
general definition of irony can be found in The New Oxford English Dictionary: “Irony is
a state of affairs or an event that seems deliberately contrary to what one expects and is
often amusing as a result.” (Pearsall and Hanks 1998) Etymologically, irony is derived
from the Greek eironeia (dissimulation or pretense), and consists of purporting a meaning
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of an utterance or a situation that is different, often opposite, to the literal one. (Konzett
2000). Muecke (1970, 1982) discusses irony and the ironic in great detail from various
perspectives. One description he borrows from Schlegel focuses on ‘Irony as paradox’.
Schelgel (1971) says “Paradox is the conditio sine qua non of irony, its soul, its source
and its principle.” He also discusses the two contrary but complementary phases in ironic
creation.
Historically, in attempts to describe and define irony, several different theories have been
proposed by linguists, philosophers and psychologists. Interestingly, over time, no one
single theory has predominated, nor have any been comprehensively rejected. Rather
each theory offers a different perspective on irony. Most likely each is explaining an
aspect of the phenomenon or one of the mechanisms underlying its comprehension,
without necessarily being incompatible with another (Gibbs and Colston 2007).
Following Schlegel (1971) and Muecke’s (1982) description of the two phases of ironic
creation, we define ironic advertising as a two step process in which a marketer
establishes an initial message or invokes a pre-existing frame in the mind of the viewer,
and then communicates a second message that subverts that first message or frame.
Depending on the advertising medium, meaning can be conveyed visually or audibly or
in combination. The form of subversion can range from questioning (weak irony) to
negation (strong irony). The two messages (initial and secondary) are incongruent and
this incongruence can arise from one of two sources: the explicit and implicit messages
are diametrically different, or the interpretive frame of the viewer or listener is different
from the speaker’s intended frame.
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According to McQuarrie and Mick (1996) irony is among the most deviant (in the sense
of marking the text with a departure from the norm) and destabilizing of rhetorical
figures; for irony subverts the nominal or literal meaning of a text. Indeed irony is a
special case of deviation or incongruity (McQuarrie and Mick 1996). Incongruity in
advertising has been explored by a number of researchers (e.g. Lee and Schumann 2004;
Berlyne 1971); however none have specifically focused on irony. Given that irony is an
extreme form of incongruity, greater insight into the mechanisms that generate irony can
enhance our understanding of lesser forms of incongruity. In the following sections we
expand on our definition of irony as incongruity of meaning. However first we explore
how irony works: that is, how it is signaled and interpreted.

The Process of Ironic Communication
How is Irony Signaled?
Irony has been a topic of ongoing study for psycholinguists (Kreuz 1996), and much
research has gone into identifying the different ‘cues’ that signal the presence of irony in
a message. In any ironic communication there is a degree of subtlety. We call this ironic
sophistication of the message. Most research has focused on ironic cues independent of a
particular setting (Katz 1996) or within a shared context (Kreuz 1996). The independent
cues for signaling ironic intent may be categorized as accent or modifier cues, direct cues,
kinesic and prosodic cues and written cues. These cues provide a measure for ironic
sophistication as they range from very subtle (modifier/accent cues) to very explicit
(direct cues).
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Accent or modifier1 cues, signal the presence of irony through modifying or highlighting
an aspect of a message so as to alert the recipient to the ironic intent of the sender.
Among these are two strong cues: the counterfactual cue in which signals a significant
deviation from reality; and the hyperbole cue which signals the extremeness of the
statement. Both of these suggest a greater certainty of ironic intent. There is also one
weak cue, the tag question cue, that might signal a statement is ironic . To illustrate these
cues we posit a hypothetical example: a conversation between two friends about Homer
Simpson (a fictitious character from the cartoon “The Simpsons”). Person A says “Homer
must be the smartest person on earth” If Homer’s intelligence had been measured and
found to be lower than average, and this was a fact that both parties in the conversation
knew, the remark would be a counterfactual one. Therefore the listener, having the same
information as the speaker, might be able to determine irony. The sentence, “Homer must
be the smartest person on earth”, is also the embodiment of a hyperbole or an extremity.
The listener might be able to detect sarcasm2, if the wording of the sentence involved a
tag question such as: “Homer must be the smartest person on earth, don’t you think?” or
“Homer must be the smartest person on earth isn’t he?” However this is a weaker cue as
the listener might think that the speaker is looking for an answer. Direct cues, in contrast
to accent or modifier cues, are explicit signals of irony. They are used when a speaker
wants to be unambiguous about the presence of irony in a statement. This is usually
achieved by prefacing a sentence with words and phrases such as ‘Ironically…’, ‘… as
if…’
Kinesic and prosodic cues consist of unusual facial expressions or gestures; tone of voice
(heavy stress, nasalization and slow speaking rate); as well as other physical cues and
13

non-visual verbal cues. In the age of electronic communications, where emails and instant
messaging are prominent, thus written language cues for irony have become more
relevant. Among these are typographic devices (Italic, bold, underlined, in quotes,
capital, etc.) and the use of smileys (). The cues, context and constrains of irony are
summarized in Table 2.1.
Table 2.1- Ironic Cues: Type, Context and Constraint

Type

Context

Constraint

Mode

Definition

Accent or Modifier

Cues that lead to a fairly accurate detection of
irony. Strong accent cues comprise the
counterfactual (significant deviation from reality)
and the hyperbole cue (extremeness of statement).
The weak modifier cue is a ‘tag question’.

Direct

Irony is made explicit by the speaker by direct
statement.

Kinesics

Consist of unusual facial expressions or gestures;
as well as other physical cues.

Prosodic

Tone of voice (heavy stress, nasalization and slow
speaking rate) and other non-visual verbal cues

Interpretation

Irony mostly has an evaluative tone, whereas
metaphors are content based and descriptive

Human/personified Target

Irony is generally targeted a person or an
anthropomorphic caricature

Knowledge of Speaker

Knowing who the speaker is and what is intended
by the statement proves important in identifying
irony (e.g. comedians vs. physicians).

Knowledge of convention

Knowledge of how phrases and terms are used in
day-to-day parlance

Asymmetry

Irony generally manifest as positive evaluations of
negative situations; (the inverse only under special
circumstances)

14

Common Ground

A speaker may employ irony when inferability
between two parties is high.

Katz and Pexman (1996) added four contextual cues to Kreuz’s (1996) list: evaluative vs.
content-based interpretations, knowledge of the speaker, knowledge of the pragmatic uses
of statements and the presence or absence of an identifiable human target. Interpretations
help one to differentiate between two forms of non-literal utterances: metaphor and irony,
irony mostly has an evaluative tone, whereas metaphors are content based and
descriptive. Secondly, knowing who the speaker is and what is intended by (or the
pragmatic use of) the statement proves important in identifying irony. Previous research
(Katz and Pexman 1997) proposes people in some professions are expected to use more
irony than others (e.g. comedians vs. physicians). Therefore the source of the statement
informs its intent. Finally, most irony in daily usage exists in its less sophisticated form
as sarcasm. Sarcasm is verbal irony generally involving criticism directed towards a
person; the presence of a human target is a cue signaling sarcasm, and hence irony.
To understand how the presence of an identifiable human target – a key contextual cue might signal irony, we should look at a recent campaign that uses sarcasm or derisive
irony: the TV commercial for Hulu.com. This campaign features four ads with Alec
Baldwin (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1m71m-LBqFQ), Dennis Leary
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b-jfrjXrOyc), Eliza Dushku
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hTRBDElSQPE) and Seth Macfarlane
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8CMWkesiVD4&feature=related). Each of these
actors claim that they are aliens and hulu.com is created by aliens to “beam TV directly
to your computer” and turn your brain into a mushy substance. The sarcastic humor is
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directed towards people who believe that ‘TV rots your brain’. Ridiculing of this specific
group of people signals an ironic message. One of the advertisement’s script is as
follows: “Some say ‘TV will rot your brain’ … that’s absurd! TV only softens the brain
like a ripe banana…” and hulu.com takes it all the way by letting you “watch your
favorite shows, anytime, anywhere, for free”.
The signaling of irony in a message by a sender is only half of the picture: the other half
is the interpretation of the message by the receiver. In the following section we turn to the
psychological mechanisms that underpin the processing of ironic communication.

How is Irony Interpreted?
Ironic communication involves an intention on the part of the sender, and as such needs
the receiver to recognize that intention. Indeed, not everyone is capable of understanding
irony in every circumstance. Research on the processing of irony (Dews and Winner
1999; Dews, Kaplan and Winner 2007; Gibbs and Izett 2005) reveals a number of
different theories. Dews and Winner (1999) propose that in order to distinguish the
sentence meaning from the speaker’s meaning one has to make inferences about the
speaker’s beliefs and then use this information to infer the speaker’s intentions. This is
known as first-order belief attribution. The hearer should also make an attribution about
what the speaker believes about the hearer’s beliefs; known as second-order belief
attribution.
Gibbs and Izett (2005) characterize people based on two attributes related to irony: (a)
whether a person understands irony and (b) whether the person agrees with what is said
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or meant - as the two are typically different in the case of irony. Their answer to the
question “who understands irony?” is that irony is only understood if a person can
distinguish between a speaker’s intent and the literal meaning of a communication. They
argue that people either understand irony or they do not. We add to Gibbs & lzett’s
concept and propose that the ability to understand irony could be called Ironic literacy.
There are degrees of ironic literacy and this is part of a person’s interpretive frame.
Research (Mio and Katz 1996) also shows that irony is learned and that children start
making sense of ironic statements around the age of six. Other research suggests that
context is important in the interpretation of irony; the higher a person’s familiarity with
the context within an ironic statement is made, the higher probability of understanding or
detecting the irony (Wakusawa et al. 2007).
A Typology of Ironic Communications
Building upon the psycholinguistics studies mentioned above, we propose that there will
be customers who are better able to detect and understand irony in a given context. We
refer to this as the interpretive frame of the consumer. Factors such as personality,
learned behavior, and cultural conditioning are all likely to influence this frame.
The communication process involves a message that is composed of an implicit and an
explicit meaning that interact with one another. If the two meanings and the interpretive
frame are all congruent, the message is a direct message and the consumer understands
what is said. The two meanings could be incongruent and the consumer understands the
incongruence, then we have intended irony. On the other hand, the consumer might miss
the incongruence, and hence not understand the irony. Another unintended consequence
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is when the speaker/marketer creates a direct advertisement but the consumer’s
interpretive frame alters his/her perception resulting in unintended irony (Muecke 1970,
Stern 1989).
Table 2.2- The Interaction Message and Frame: A Typology of Ironic
Communications

Advertiser
(producer of
message)

Explicit Message x
Implicit Message x
Explicit Message x
Implicit Message x’

Consumer
(interpreter or processor of message)
Interpretive frame x
Interpretive frame x’
Direct
Unintended Irony
Simple interpretation
Read Irony
Intended irony
Intended Irony
Irony not processed
Processed irony

Let us return to the previous example about Homer Simpson to clarify the conceptual
model.
The first person says, “Homer must be the smartest person on earth” (Explicit message
X). In saying this, he might either mean that Homer really is very smart (Implicit
message X) or he could mean that he is not smart at all (implicit message X’). The second
person depending on his knowledge and interpretation of the character, might think that
the speaker meant exactly what he said (Interpretive frame X) or meant to be sarcastic
about Homer’s intelligence (Interpretive frame X’). The direct case is rather
straightforward, everyone thinks Homer is smart. In the case that the speaker means to be
direct (both explicit and implicit message is X) but the listener thinks the speaker is being
sarcastic we encounter unintended irony. On the other hand if the speaker is being ironic
(explicit message X, implicit message X’) but the listener thinks that he is being direct
(interpretive frame X) we encounter unprocessed-intended irony. Finally the case where
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intended irony occurs requires that the speaker and the listener both think Homer is not a
smart person (explicit message X, implicit message and interpretive frame X’).
Assuming that high ironic literacy consumers tend to perceive most messages as
ironic and low ironic literacy consumers tend to perceive most messaged as direct we
propose the following:
P1: The probability that a low ironic literacy consumer will understand, and accept a
direct advertisign message is higher than the probability that a high ironic literacy
consumer will.
P2: The probability that a high ironic literacy consumer will understand, and accept an
ironic advertising message is higher than the probability that a low ironic literacy
consumer will.
So far we have focused on the first part of ‘ironic advertising’ as a concept and process of
creating and understanding ironic messages embedded in the advertising context. We
now turn to a comparison of the effectiveness of irony as opposed to a direct advertising
strategy. In the following section we explore consumer response towards ironic
advertising, and more specifically the difference in consumer attention, Advertisement
attractiveness/likability and recall between ironic and direct ads.

Ironic Advertising and Consumer Response
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At this point, it is useful to remind ourselves of the structural and processual differences
between direct and ironic ads. A modified version of the traditional communication
model is taught which usually provides the basis for developing advertising messages.
Figure 2.1- Communication Model: ‘How communication works’, Schramm W. (1971)

Sender
(Marketer)

Receiver
(Consumer)

Coding

Advertising
Message

Decoding

Feedback (e.g. increased sales)
Muecke (1982, pp. 40, 41) proposes a model to understand ironic communications in
general. In ironic communications there is more than the simple coding and decoding of a
message between the sender and the recipient. In the construction of an ironic message
the socio-cultural context, the ironic and literal meanings, signals and both the ironist and
the interpreter have important roles.
Figure 2.2 - Muecke’s Model of Ironic Communication

We modify Muecke’s model and adapt it to ironic advertising and add cues (visual and
kinesic/prosodic), as explained in the previous sections. These cues code the message,
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and the interpretive frames (expectations and knowledge) of the consumers serve as the
decoder. Although these aspects can be understood in parallel with the communications
model, in the case of irony there are two dimensions to a message as Muecke explains in
the model above (literal/explicit vs. interpreted/implicit). Furthermore the ironic
communication can only be understood in a given context. The right interpretation of the
message depends on whether the advertiser and the consumer have a shared
understanding within this specific context.
Figure 2.3- A Model for Ironic Advertising
Visual Cues

Expectations Frame

Literal Message

Kinesic/Prosodic Cues

Knowledge Frame

Context (Shared/non-shared)
Ironic Message
As illustrated in the figure 2.3 the communication process and the structure are quite
detailed in ironic advertising. Thus the effectiveness of ironic ads is likely to differ in
degree and type when compared to direct ads.
Previous research on advertising effectiveness focuses on several aspects of
advertisements such as humor (Stern 1990), rhetoric figures (McQuarrie and Mick 1996)
or incongruity (Berlyne 1971; Lee and Schumann 2004) and compares these to ads
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containing a direct and simple message. Many of the propositions and empirical findings
from these studies can be extrapolated to the case of ironic advertising.
P3: Ironic ads are more memorable than direct ads. Mitchell (1983) suggests that the
additional cognitive activity expended in the reinterpretation of any indirect message
increases the number of associative paths stored in memory. As direct advertising
messages do not require an increased amount of cognitive activity and IRONIC
ADVERTISING messages do, we propose that ironic ads will have higher recall than
direct ads.
P4: Ironic ads are more aesthetically pleasing, and therefore attractive/likeable than
direct ads. Berlyne (1971) found that incongruity can produce a pleasurable degree of
arousal; furthermore, the reward from successfully processing incongruous text leads to a
positive attitude. Thus we propose that ironic ads will be more pleasing and attractive
than direct ads.
P5: Ironic ads attract more attention than direct ads. Increased incongruity in advertising
also has enhanced stopping power (Berlyne 1971), meaning it attracts and arrests
attention (McQuarrie and Mick 1996). Based on these findings and propositions we
suggest that ironic ads will also have more stopping power than direct ads, as irony
creates a form of incongruity in the message of the advertisement.
In the following section we explain the effectiveness if ironic advertising in terms of the
consumer response variables mentioned in the propositions above. We propose that there
are various different processes that may be taking place at different levels of attitude and
behavior formation.
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Explaining the Effectiveness of Ironic Advertising
In this section we aim to propose four processes that may help explain why and how
ironic advertising may be effective in communication certain messages to ironically
literate audiences. We propose Kahnemann’s System 1 and System 2 thinking processes
(2003), Brehm’s Psychological Reactance Theory (1966), Petty and Cacioppo’s
Elaboration Likelihood Model (1986) and Freistad and Wright’s Persuasion knowledge
(1994) concepts, all explain why ironic advertising may be more effective than direct
advertising, given the audience is irony-literate. The processes are chosen from various
different disciplines such as psychology, behavioral decision theory and persuasion
theory and offer explanations at various different levels.
Figure 2.4: Processes that Explain the Effectiveness of Ironic Advertising
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Kahnemann (2003) argues that people deploy two different methods of thinking, when
they are making a decision. System 1 is the intuitive first response that uses heuristics to
come to a judgment. It is instantaneous at most times and does not require high cognitive
processing. System 2 is a corrective mechanism that mainly questions the first judgment
or the face value of the initial cues. People who use system 2 thinking tend to analyze the
information they are presented and take some time to reach a conclusion. When ironyliterate consumers are presented with an ironic message, we would expect the System 2
thinking would be dominant; hence they would question the face value of the message
and reach to the non-literal meaning. The heightened cognitive processing may explain
why ironic advertising would be more effective in achieving high recall or even
persuasion.
Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion suggests, variables affect attitude change by
serving as persuasive arguments, peripheral cues or affecting the extent of argument
elaboration (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986, p. 132). In the case of irony the affect may be an
interaction of all three, but in particular the last one. Petty and Cacioppo (1981) discuss
argument processing in a relatively objective and a relatively biased manner. On the one
hand, in relatively objective processing, some treatment variable motivates the subjects to
see the strength and weaknesses of the argument. On the other hand, in relatively biased
processing motivates the subject to generate a particular kind of thought in response to
the message. We propose that irony serves the latter of these mechanisms by eliciting a
response from the audience if and when they get the implicit meaning. Irony may also
serve as a potential cue where the usage of irony, irrespective of the argument itself,
increases elaboration of the message.
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Another explanation, and a rather straight forward one is Brehm’s Theory of
Psychological Reactance (1966). This theory, in its simplest form, suggests people tend
to do the opposite of what they are told. Brehm explains that this phenomenon occurs
when we feel our choices are restricted even if those are the choices we are not interested
in the first place. Therefore a simple example of ironic advertisement, such as “Don’t
Vote!” may invoke reactance in the minds of the audience and lead to higher persuasion.
Persuasion knowledge, and more specifically the way consumers behave in its presence,
may provide some more explanation. Freistad and Wright (1994) claim consumers who
have high persuasion knowledge, tend to be more skeptical of advertising messages.
Calfee and Ringold (1969) have found in an independent study that, at any given time
70% of American consumers are skeptical towards advertising messages. Therefore we
can assume that consumers are going to question the advertising message and perhaps
even negate it at times. When the consumer negates the literal message or when the
advertiser creates a double negative with the use of irony, the persuasion rate may be
higher in comparison to advertisements with direct messages.
Four processes summarized above constitute a selection among a number of explanations.
Each theory looks at decision making and persuasion as a process at a different level.
From the theory of Bounded rationality (Kahnemann, 2003) at the broadest context of
decision making, to persuasion knowledge (Freistad and Wright 1994) at the most
specific context of persuasion through advertising. In the next section we conclude the
discussion and suggest directions for future research in the area of ironic advertising.

Conclusion
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Advertising strategies that attract the attention of the consumer are essential to the
marketing discipline. One such mechanism is irony. Although ironic advertising is not a
new practice, it is a relatively unexplored concept in the marketing literature.
In this paper we offer a definition of ironic advertising and develop a conceptual model
of the interaction between the signaling (by the marketer) and interpretation (by the
consumer) of an ironic communication. The significance of this paper lies mainly in its
contribution to marketing theory. The realist take on a traditionally postmodern concept,
ironic advertising, is by itself a theoretical contribution. Moreover the introduction of
concepts such as ironic sophistication and ironic literacy help both scholars and
practitioners understand and apply promotional strategies involving the use of rhetoric in
advertising language with optimal results.
Marketers already make use of irony in advertising. However, clarifying the definitions
and processes involved in the consumers’ minds when confronted with irony may help
marketers utilize irony effectively. More importantly, aided by this clarification,
marketers may be able to avoid the pitfalls of clouding the message and confusing
consumers. Not all audiences can understand and process ironic communications in the
way they are intended, therefore it is important for managers to differentiate the segments
and use irony appropriately.
The conceptual model proposed in this paper can be operationalized and empirically
tested. Future research should focus on testing these propositions and other effects of
ironic advertising on consumers and aim to explore different interpretive frames, both
personal and collective. In addition a detailed exploration into the mind of irony-literate
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consumer and the processes that take place would be contributions to both the discipline
of advertising research and psycholinguistics. Data from lab and field experiments would
provide useful insights into refining the proposed model and testing the typology.
Previous literature in humor and incongruity in advertising have bestowed guidance,
however the differences are not negligible, hence the necessity to understand irony on its
own merits stands as a new opportunity for advertising researchers.
In conclusion, irony is a technique that can help an advertisement stand out in an
increasingly crowded market; moreover, certain consumers revel in ironic
communications. However, without a nuanced understanding of how ironic advertising
works, the practitioner is at the mercy of unintended consequences. The theoretical
framework in the paper helps researchers explore a neglected aspect of advertising, and
practitioners make use of a powerful tool to make ads edgy - without consumers biting
back.
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Notes
1. Although Kreuz refers to these cues as heuristic cues we chose to use accent or
modifier cues to avoid confusion. These cues accentuate or modify the messages
hence the terminology seems appropriate.
2. Sarcasm is irony that is derisive in nature (OED 1999)
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PART III
IRONING SKEPTICISM:
EXPLORING THE EFFECT OF IRONIC ADVERTISING
ON THE PROTO-SKEPTICAL CONSUMER
Ekin Pehlivan
Pierre Berthon
Abstract

Skepticism towards advertising is an ongoing challenge for advertisers and a
phenomenon of interest for scholars. We propose that one mechanism advertisers can
employ to counteract consumer skepticism is irony. Since there are no studies looking at
the interaction of skepticism and ironic advertising, we explore the relationship in a series
of experiments. In the first study we examine whether ironic advertising (cf. direct
advertising) is more attractive and convincing to skeptics (cf. naïves). We find that while
naïves find both kinds of advertising attractive, skeptics are more persuaded by ironic
ads. The second study primes participants for naïveté and skepticism, and then assesses
their attitudes towards ironic advertising. We find that the priming worked in only one
direction: to increase the level of skepticism. Overall skeptics enjoy ironic advertising
more than direct advertising; they also find ironic advertising more convincing. Moreover
participants in the ironic condition reported that ironic ads were more memorable;
however, follow-up interviews conducted a week and a month later suggest that, in
practice, this effect may diminish with time. Implications for theory, practice and future
research of these findings are explored.
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“Ironic advertising takes marketing-savvy consumers as a given and seeks
to ironize the norms, clichés, and customer-centric sanctimoniousness of
the marketing industry.” (Brown 2003)
“Marketing-savvy consumers”, in Brown’s words, are the majority of the population in
the age of accessible information. Many surveys and other studies conducted overtime
(Calfee & Ringold 1988 & 1994, Ford et al 1990, Anderson et al 1978, Andrews 1989,
Barksdale & Darden 1972, Haller 1994) suggest that while consumers find advertising
informative and socially and/or economically useful, they are skeptical of the claims or
messages. US consumer base, overtime kept a stable 70% who were skeptical of the
claims of advertising (Calfee & Ringold 1994), cross cultural studies show that similar or
higher percentages are seen globally (Wills et al 1982, Barksdale et al 1982, Andrews et
al 1994).
Skeptical consumers, more or less 70% of the population, are not a lost cause. Marketers
have long been working on creative ways of capturing their attention. Scholars in
personality research and in marketing have been working on tapping into the psyche of
such consumers (e.g Obermiller and Spangenberg 2000, Freistad & Wright on persuasion
knowledge) Usage of rhetoric in advertising has been recognized as one of many creative
mechanisms (Deighton 1987, Stern 1990, McQuarrie and Mick 1996, Phillips &
McQuarrie 2004). We suggest irony could be one of the effective creative mechanisms in
advertising.
Starting from the assumption that skeptical consumers will question and even reject the
prima fascia message, ironic advertising seeks to offer an alternative interpretation that
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appeals to the skeptic’s questioning interpretive frame. Advertising practitioners have
realized the effects of ironic advertising since they have been utilizing this mechanism
more commonly in the recent decade in comparison to the past five decades (Lagerwerf
2007). Yet there exist hardly any research in the field of marketing, looking specifically
at the effectiveness of ironic advertising and consumer response (e.g. Lagerwerf 2004,
2007). Even though skepticism towards advertising is well researched it has not been
explored in conjunction with the coping mechanisms, such as ironic advertising.
In this paper we develop a theoretical case to understand how ironic advertising can help
reach skeptical consumers and test the hypotheses derived from this framework. We start
by looking at skepticism towards advertising as a challenge for advertisers and move on
to our proposed first piece for the solution, ironic advertising. Along the way we put forth
a definition of ironic advertising and summarize the processes that the skeptical consumer
might go through. Consequently we will derive and test consumer response hypotheses
and explore possible moderators for future research. Contributions to advertising theory,
strategy and practice will conclude the paper.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Attitudes towards Advertising
There has been much research on consumer’s attitudes towards marketing and more
specifically advertising (e.g. Bauer and Greyser, 1968; Pollay and Mittal, 1993). This
extensive body of research suggests that consumers are ambivalent: they view advertising
having both the positive and the negative aspects.
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Several studies have illustrated that attitudes toward the institution of advertising are a
function of a consumer's perceptions of its informational, economic and social value
(Andrews, Durvasula, and Netemeyer 1994; Muehhng 1987; Pollay and Mittal 1993).
Some research indicates that consumers believe advertising to be a necessary component
of the marketplace, is good for the economy, and, on average, raises the standard of
living (Muehling 1987; Reid and Soley 1982). Other studies suggest more neutral
feelings about the economic effects of advertising (Andrews 1989; Andrews, Durvasula,
and Netemeyer 1994; Pollay and Mittal 1993). In addition, whereas some findings
support the idea that advertising results in better products and promotes competition
(Andrews 1989; Anderson, Engeldow, and Becker 1978; Muehling 1987; Reid and Soley
1982), others are less favorable in this regard (Haller 1974; Pollay and Mittal 1993). With
few exceptions (Pollay and Mittal 1993), the majority of studies suggest that consumers
do not believe that advertising lowers prices of products (e.g., Andrews, Durvasula, and
Netemeyer 1994; Muehling 1987; Shavitt, Lowrey, and Haefner 1998).
Barksdale and colleagues' studies in the 1970s and early 1980s (Barksdale and Darden
1972; Barksdale, Darden, and Perreault 1976; Barksdale and Perreault 1980; Barksdale et
al. 1982) found that, on average, a majority of respondents do not think that
advertisements are reliable sources of information about either product quality or product
performance. However, Calfee and Ringold (1994, p. 233), reporting on an investigation
of studies from 1974 to 1989, state that a "strong and unchanging majority" of 70%
remain skeptical of advertising claims over generations a similar majority also agree that
advertising has informative, entertainment and economical values that shape the society.
Pollay and Mittal (1993) and Shavitt, Lowrey, and Haefner (1998), in more recent
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studies, concur that audiences use advertising to find out about local sales and particular
brands, as well as product and service availability.
Findings spanning three decades indicate that consumers perceive advertising as
encouraging unnecessary purchases and promote materialism (Anderson, Engeldow, and
Becker 1978; Andrews 1989; Calfee and Ringold 1988; Haller 1974; Pollay and Mittal
1993; Reid and Soley 1982). Moreover, advertising is seen as corrupting society's values
by reinforcing stereotypes (Wills and Ryans 1982) and promoting undesirable behaviors
(Pollay and Mittal 1993). In addition, advertising has been viewed as less than truthful,
often misleading, and insulting to consumers' intelligence (Anderson, Engeldow, and
Becker 1978; Andrews 1989; Barksdale and Darden 1972; Barksdale, Darden, and
Perreault 1976; Barksdale and Perreault 1980; Barksdale et al. 1982; Durand and
Lambert 1985; Haller 1974; Kanter 1988/89; Pollay and Mittal 1993; Reid and Soley
1982). All told, research suggests that there is a consistent element of skepticism towards
advertising and advertisers among consumers.
The Challenge: Skepticism towards Ads
Skepticism towards advertising is the tendency to disbelieve advertising claims (cf.
Obermiller and Spangenberg, 1998), and as such is a predisposition on the part of the
consumer not to take marketing communications at face value. Moreover, Moore-Shay
and Lutz (1988) argue that ad skepticism is a stable, generalizable, market place belief,
one of the overarching propositions that compose a consumer’s implicit theory of how
the marketplace operates. According to Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) ad
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skepticism is generalizable across media, but variable on product type, ad structure and
execution.
Understanding Skepticism: While the skeptical attitude has been identified and even
measured, the psychological mechanisms behind this attitude remain vague.
We propose that there can be two separate or complementary processes that lead to
skepticism towards advertising. First the persuasion knowledge as defined by Friestad
and Wright (1994) and second System I vs. System II thinking by Kahneman (1976) both
are explained in the following paragraphs.
Friestad and Wright (1994) suggested that ad skepticism is a function of persuasion
knowledge. They propose that there are three knowledge structures that interact to shape
and determine the outcomes of persuasion attempts. These are: persuasion knowledge,
agent knowledge and topic knowledge. Persuasion knowledge helps consumers identify
how, when and why marketers try to influence them and respond to these persuasion
attempts so as to achieve their own goals. People’s persuasion knowledge is
developmentally and historically contingent; it develops throughout the lifespan and is
embedded in the culture of the place and time. Agent knowledge consists of beliefs about
the traits, competencies and goals of the persuasion agent. Beliefs about the topic of the
message (i.e. the advertised product) are termed the topic knowledge. Consumers with
low persuasion knowledge are characterized as ‘naïve’, those with high persuasion
knowledge are characterized as ‘skeptical’.
Kahneman (2002, 2003) proposed a framework of systems thinking: System 1 is an
intuitive approach towards any stimulus whereas System 2 thinking requires a more
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detailed process of analysis and questioning. System 2 is a corrective system for system 1
judgments. Skeptics, we propose, use this corrective mechanism when they encounter an
advertising message. They question the intuitive, first impressions and analyze the
message with doubt. Direct advertising and other traditional means of marketing cannot
go beyond the first impressions, leaving the skeptics doubting the message. Ironic
advertising, however, can; in the next section we focus on the definition and use of ironic
advertising.
One Piece of the Solution: Ironic Advertising
We define ironic advertising as a two-step process in which a marketer establishes an
initial message or invokes a pre-existing frame in the mind of the viewer, and then
communicates a second message that subverts that first message or frame. The message
of ironic advertising is a combination of the explicit and implicit messages as well as the
interpretive frame of the consumer. Irony in an ad can be signaled by the audio, visual,
textual or contextual cues. These cues will be processed through a consumer’s
interpretive frame (expectations and knowledge frame) within a given context.
Figure 3.1: Ironic advertising
Visual cues

Expectations Frame

Literal Message

Kinesic/Prosodic Cues

Knowledge Frame

Ironic Message
39

We propose that a skeptic would be responsive to the ironic message. The implicit
message of the ad can make up where the explicit message fails. The doubt that had been
created by the direct ad can be surpassed by the ironic message. Hence we suggest that
the consumer response toward ironic ads will be different than that of direct ads.
Having explored how irony is signaled and interpreted we see that irony arises from an
incongruity between explicit and implicit messages, and that the ability to see beyond the
explicit message is critical to the understanding of irony. Moreover, in advertising we see
that ad skepticism is the reluctance towards taking a marketing message at face value –
questioning of the explicit message. From this it is likely that consumers who are more
skeptical of advertising will react differently to an ironic advertisement compared to
those who are less skeptical. From this we are now in a position to develop a model of
ironic advertising.
Simply put, irony is the incongruence between the sentence meaning and the speaker’s
meaning as it is processed by the listener or the audience (Dews & Winner, 1999). In an
advertising context, we propose that the two meanings correspond to the explicit and the
interpreted messages. Therefore a direct advertisement is when the explicit or nominal
message is consistent with the interpreted message. Conversely, an ironic advertisement
is when the explicit or nominal message is diametrically opposite or different to the
interpreted message. Here the interpreted message can be a function of an implicit
message or an interpretive frame. Thus from the advertiser’s perspective, irony can be
intentional (implicit) or unintentional (interpreted). The interpretive frame or context, in
which the ad is seen, thus can render it ironic or direct. At times where the interpretive
frame is congruent with the explicit message and not the implicit message, there is
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intended irony that is not processed by the audience. Thus irony is a function of the
interaction of the message (explicit or implicit) and its context (the interpretive frame)
(see table 3.1). Here context or the interpretive frame is both personal and individual (e.g.
personal traits, psychology, etc.) and collective or socio-cultural (e.g. culture, etc). This
typology of interactions between the message (explicit and implicit) and the interpretive
frame (skeptics vs. naives) is summarized in Table 3.1.
Table 3.1: A Conceptual model of ironic advertising

Advertiser
(producer of
message)

Direct
Ironic

Consumer
(interpreter or processor of message)
Naïve
Skeptic
Direct
Unintended Irony
Simple interpretation Read Irony
Intended irony
Intended Irony
Irony not processed
Processed irony

A recent ad campaign used irony to reach teenagers about the effects of drug use. The
website abovetheinfluence.com, focuses on teenage drug use and its societal impacts. Out
of many TV commercials one, called “The Achievement”, uses rhetorical irony
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wEvAUvN9aDE). The ad features boys and girls
proudly talking about their “Achievements”, however these are quite contrary to what
one would expect. One girl proudly announces that she got “…straight D’s…” another
says she made her mother cry. A teenage boy boasts that he stole from his little sister,
another that he left 27 messages on his girlfriend’s voice message. As expected the
implicit message is that drug use leads to these so called “achievements” and they are not
really what one should be proud of. There is still some debate whether this message is
processed as expected by the target segment or whether it is more effective than directly
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saying “don’t use drugs!” However a skeptical teenager would probably question a direct
message and process the irony differently (Dews, Kaplan, & Winner, 2007).
In the aforementioned framework we focus on the message and the interpretive frame.
The message has two levels, explicit and implicit. Irony negates the explicit message
through a subversive implicit message; and skepticism through a subversive interpretive
frame. The following hypotheses can be derived from the framework in Table 3.1.
HYPOTHESES
The effectiveness of ironic ads is likely to differ in degree and type when compared to
direct ads. Previous research on advertising effectiveness focuses on several aspects of
ads such as humor (Stern, 1990), rhetoric figures (McQuarrie & Mick, 1996) or
incongruity (Berlyne, 1971; Lee & Schumann, 2004) and compares these to ads
containing a direct and simple message. Many of the propositions and empirical findings
from these studies can be extrapolated to the case of ironic advertising.
Attractiveness: Berlyne (1971) found that incongruity can produce a pleasurable degree
of arousal, furthermore the reward from successfully processing incongruous text argues
for a more positive attitude in the case of irony. Thus we propose that ironic ads will be
more pleasing and attractive than direct ads
H1a: Ironic ads will be more likable than direct ads
H1b: Ironic ads will be differentially more likable for skeptics than naive consumers
Persuasiveness: Naïve consumers are more likely to accept a message from a direct ad
than skeptical consumers are. Naïve consumers process direct advertising through simple
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interpretation and literal meanings whereas skeptical consumers doubt the direct
messages on account of being advertising messages. Thus the probability that naïve
consumers would interpret the direct message in the way it is intended is higher than
skeptical consumers will. It is likely that the skeptical consumer doubts the message and
rejects it or even looks for further and deeper messages to negate the direct message.
Skeptical consumers are more likely to accept a message from an ironic ad than naïve
consumers are. Ironic messages require a higher degree of cognitive engagement than
direct messages. Skeptical consumers are already prone to disregarding advertising
messages however a message that negates itself makes the difference. Ironic messages
say one thing explicitly but mean another implicitly. We suggest that skeptical consumers
might accept ironic advertising because a double negative might turn it into a positive.
Brehm’s theory of Psychological Reactance sheds light on this process. (see General
Discussion for details)
H2: Skeptics will differentially accept ironic ad messages over direct ad messages;
naives will differentially accept direct ad messages over ironic ad messages.
Memorability: Mitchell (1983) suggests that the additional cognitive activity expended in
the reinterpretation of any indirect message increases the number of associative paths
stored in memory. As direct advertising messages do not require an increased amount of
cognitive activity and ironic advertising messages do, we propose that ironic ads will
have higher recall than direct ads. Moreover skeptical consumers might remember ironic
ads more than naïve consumers might. As suggested previously skeptical consumers use
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System 2 thinking (Kahneman, 1976) therefore already process information in the ads in
detail increasing the cognitive activity even further.
H3a: Ironic ads will be more memorable than direct ads
H3b: Ironic ads will be differentially more memorable for skeptics than naive consumers.
Table 3.2: Summary of hypotheses
Dependent
Variable
Attractiveness

Hypotheses
H1a
H1b

Persuasiveness

H2

Memorability

H3a
H3b

Ironic ads will be more likable than direct ads
Ironic ads will be differentially more likable for skeptics than naive
consumers
Skeptics will differentially accept ironic ad messages over direct ad
messages; naives will differentially accept direct ad messages over
ironic ad messages.
Ironic ads will be more memorable than direct ads
Ironic ads will be differentially more memorable for skeptics than
naive consumers.

In order to test the hypotheses summarized in Table 3.2, we designed four studies. The
pilot study (Study 1) and the subsequent study (Study 2) are experiments examining
different types of consumer’s reaction to direct and ironic ads. The follow-up studies for
memorability comprised of a semi-structured interview and a survey.
STUDY 1
Study design
Participants and Procedure: The pilot study was conducted over a 2 month period with a
diverse sample in terms of age (15-40) and country of origin; however for the purposes of
this paper the results only focus on the US respondents (n=50). The two conditions
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(ironic and direct advertising) were randomly assigned, 22 have watched the ironic and
28 the direct version.
The majority of the sample consisted of senior and junior college students, but there were
a small amount of younger (high school students) and of older (PhD students and parents
of the college students) participants. Age or gender did not prove to be important either in
the condition checks or in the dependent variables. The numbers of participants falling
into each cell for the tested two by two are given in table 3.3.
Table 3.3: Participant distributions
Ad Type

Attitude towards Advertising
Naïve Skeptic
Direct
13
15
Ironic
12
10

Instrument: After preliminary interviews with 11 participants we chose an anti-smoking
campaign ad that has not been aired on TV in the USA. The video starts with light music
and a young woman getting ready for a house party. She gets ready and prepares the
house for the guests to come. Right before they arrive, she plugs in, what looks like an air
freshener. The air freshener releases cigarette smoke instead of the expected room scent.
Short scenes show the host and guests trying to have fun while in the smoke, coughing
and their eyes tearing up. The overall atmosphere of the ad is relaxed and very pleasant.
The visuals within the context created incongruity of messages; however to make sure the
conditions were clear the 40-second ad was modified to fit the ironic and the direct
conditions. By changing the audio and textual tag line: “Smoke clears the air among
friends” the ironic condition was reinforced. In the direct version the incongruity was
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resolved with the tag line “Smoke clouds the air among friends”. (For more on
incongruity resolution see Schultz 1979)
Measurements: The respondents were asked to answer a group of questions that measure
the attractiveness and persuasiveness of the ad as well as attitude towards the ad,
including skepticism. Scales developed by previous research are used to measure
dependent (Wells 1964, Beltramini 1982, Feltham 1994, Lastovicka 1983) and
independent variables (Obermiller and Spangenberg, 1998).
Result and Discussion
Manipulation check: The participants were asked whether they found the ads ironic,
sarcastic, direct or literal and the four items were compounded to comprise the ironiness
measure. Ironiness is a perceptual characteristic. Although all the ads were pretested and
found to be ironic we wanted to make sure the participants were able to perceive the ads
as intended (ironic vs. direct) In the first study we found that the manipulations worked as
intended however they were marginally significant at .09, due to the small sample size.
Figure 3.2: Manipulation
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Table 3.4: Group Statistics
AdType N Mean
Ironic Direct
28 4.32
Ironic
22 5.09

Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
1.565
.296
1.571
.335

Table 3.5: Independent Samples Test
Eq of Var.

Ironic Equal variances assumed
Equal variances not assumed

t-test for Equality of Means

Sig. (2F
Sig. t
df
tail)
Mean Diff
.063 .803 -1.723 48
.091 -.769
-1.722 45.159 .092 -.769

Std. Error
Diff
.447
.447

95% Confidence
Interval of the Diff
Lower
Upper
-1.667
.128
-1.669
.130

Hypotheses testing: We find that while the ad type or the consumer’s predisposition does
not seem to have any significant effect the interaction of the two conditions has a
marginally significant change in the perceived persuasiveness of the ads. Therefore H1a
is not confirmed in this test whereas H1b is confirmed with a significance of .067. The
sample size and the power of the manipulation being confined to one ad focusing on a
topic such as anti-smoking may account for the significance level. Thus the following
study will focus on increasing the sample size as well as the power if the manipulation by
using multiple ads of different ironic sophistication levels.
Table 3.6: Tests of Between-Subjects Effects
Dependent Variable: persuasiveness
Type III Sum
Source
of Squares
Df
a
Corrected Model
3.826
3
Intercept
895.274
1
AdType
.083
1
Skepticism
.367
1
AdType * Skepticism
3.079
1
Error
40.162
46
Total
952.179
50
Corrected Total
43.988
49
a. R Squared = .087 (Adjusted R Squared = .027)

Mean Square
1.275
895.274
.083
.367
3.079
.873

F
1.461
1025.420
.096
.420
3.527

Sig.
.238
.000
.759
.520
.067
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Figure 3.3: Hypotheses test

STUDY 2
Study 2 is an extension of the previous experiment and aims to discover the interactive
effect of irony and provoked skepticism. Towards this purpose we designed an
experiment featuring two sets (direct and ironic) of four ads, with a priming task. The
design and results are described in the following section.
Study Design
Participants and Procedure: This study was conducted over 6 months with the
participation of 186 volunteers. The ages ranged from 17 to 60. The sample consisted of
senior and junior college students, as well as high school students, PhD students and
parents of the college students participants. Age or gender did not prove to be important
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either in the condition checks or in the dependent variables. The numbers of participants
falling into each cell for the tested two by two are given in table 3.7.
Table 3.7: Participant distributions
Ad Type

Attitude towards Advertising
Naïve Skeptic
Direct
64
23
Ironic
41
58

Participants were asked to fill a survey to measure their initial levels of skepticism.
Following week they were asked to complete a task and complete the same questionnaire.
The tasks were designed to prime participants for either skepticism or naïveté. The
skepticism task asked for reasons not to trust advertising and the naïveté task asked for
reasons to trust ads. These tasks were derived from the measurements Obermiller and
Spangenberg (1998) put forth. The participants were also shown two separate sets of four
ads and asked to answer questions about these ads.
Instruments: All ads were pretested with a separate group of respondents, who did not
participate in the experiment, to verify that the ironic-direct pairs were perceived as
intended. In the pretest we also measured the perceived humor in the pair and assured the
means for humor were not statistically different. Four pairs were selected from among the
significantly different pairs for ironiness. The first pair was in the frozen food category,
second and third were toothbrush and feminine hygiene products and the last pair was a
car commercial. The product categories were chosen specifically to have different
appeals to their targeted segments.
Measurements: same set of measurements were used in this design as they were in
Study1.
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Results and Discussion
Manipulation check: The same four items that were used in the first study were used and
compounded to measure whether the ads were measured as intended. The manipulations
worked as intended and the difference between the direct and ironic ads were significant
at .000. In other words the ads which were intended as ironic were perceived as such.
However the priming task increased overall skepticism levels in the sample. Asking
participants to elaborate on their attitude towards advertising made them into skeptics.
Table 3.8: Group Statistics
type of ads: direct & ironic
Ironic Direct
Ironic

N
87
99

Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
3.0946 .93712
.10047
4.1218 1.19940
.12054

Table 3.9: Independent Samples Test
Eq of Var. t-test for Equality of Means
95% Confidence Interval
Sig. (2- Mean
Std. Error of the Difference
F
Sig. t
df
tail)
Difference Difference Lower
Upper
Ironic Equal variances assumed 2.552 .112 -6.444 184
.000 -1.02726 .15941
-1.34175
-.71276
Equal variances not
-6.546 181.590 .000 -1.02726 .15692
-1.33688
-.71763
assumed

Figure 3.4: Manipulation
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Hypotheses testing: The dependent variables of interest were attractiveness,
persuasiveness and memorability. The priming did not work in the intended direction
therefore we did a median split on the post-priming skepticism scores and ran the general
linear models. The types of both the ad and the consumer have significant main effects on
attractiveness; moreover we also observe an interaction effect. (See Table 3.10 and
Figure 3.5) The naïves reported that they liked both the ironic and the direct ads, however
skeptics liked the ironic ads significantly more than the direct. Our first set of hypotheses
was supported.
Table 3.10: Tests of Between-Subjects Effects
Dependent Variable: attractiveness
Source
Type III Sum of Squares
Corrected Model
23.644a
Intercept
2409.227
AdType
5.085
Skepticism
12.868
AdType * Skepticism 6.252
Error
178.838
Total
2713.701
Corrected Total
202.482
R Squared = .117 (Adjusted R Squared = .102)

df
3
1
1
1
1
182
186
185

Mean Square
7.881
2409.227
5.085
12.868
6.252
.983

F
8.021
2451.831
5.175
13.095
6.362

Sig.
.000
.000
.024
.000
.013

Figure 3.5: Attractiveness
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The second set of hypotheses focus on persuasiveness as a dependent variable. We find
that when persuasiveness is concerned naïves tend to trust both types of ads more than
skeptics in general. However the significant interaction effect suggests that ironic ads are
more effective for skeptics than direct ads and direct ads are more persuasive for naïves
than ironic ads.
Table 3.11:Tests of Between-Subjects Effects
Dependent Variable: persuasiveness
Source
Type III Sum of Squares
Corrected Model
15.492a
Intercept
3009.882
AdType
.032
Skepticism
9.408
AdType * Skepticism 6.673
Error
158.529
Total
3280.155
Corrected Total
174.021
a. R Squared = .089 (Adjusted R Squared = .074)

df
3
1
1
1
1
182
186
185

Mean Square
5.164
3009.882
.032
9.408
6.673
.871

F
5.929
3455.516
.037
10.801
7.661

Sig.
.001
.000
.849
.001
.006

Figure 3.6: Persuasiveness

Memorability as measured by self-reported items was mainly influenced by the type of
consumer and furthermore skeptics claimed they would remember the ironic ads more
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than direct ones and naïves thought direct ads were more memorable that ironic ones.
Taking into account the self-reported measurements we could claim the hypotheses
regarding memorability were accepted. However to definitely say that ironic ads have
higher recall we decided to conduct follow-up studies; they are detailed in the following
section.
Table 3.12: Tests of Between-Subjects Effects
Dependent Variable: memorability
Source
Type III Sum of Squares
Corrected Model
15.311a
Intercept
3200.528
AdType
.710
Skepticism
5.832
AdType * Skepticism
9.619
Error
202.791
Total
3512.526
Corrected Total
218.102
a. R Squared = .070 (Adjusted R Squared = .055)

df
3
1
1
1
1
182
186
185

Mean Square
5.104
3200.528
.710
5.832
9.619
1.114

F
4.580
2872.393
.638
5.234
8.633

Sig.
.004
.000
.426
.023
.004

Figure 3.7: Memorability

Follow-up Studies for Memorability
Follow-up Interview and Survey: To assess the memorability of the different types of
ads we conducted eight follow-up interviews and sent out 150 surveys. The questions
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were simply focused on getting the participants to recall the brand names, products or
product categories. In the main study, right after watching the ads the recall rate for the
right brand names were already very low. The interviews and surveys were conducted
exactly one week after the initial administration. There was no single participant
remembered the brands featured in the ads. The product groups were remembered equally
frequently across the ironic and the direct ads, whereas the stories for the ironic ads,
especially feminine hygiene and car commercials, were retold by students that
participated in the follow-up interview. Hence we conclude that H3a and H3b are not
supported.
Table 3.13: Summary of Results
Dependent
Variable
Attractiveness
Persuasiveness
Memorability

Hypotheses

Results

H1a: Ironic ads will be more likable than direct ads
H1b: Ironic ads will be differentially more likable for skeptics
than naive consumers
H2: Skeptics will differentially accept ironic ad messages over
direct ad messages; naïves will differentially accept direct ad
messages over ironic ad messages.
H3a: Ironic ads will be more memorable than direct ads

Supported
Supported

H3b: Ironic ads will be differentially more memorable for skeptics
than naive consumers.

Supported
Not
Supported
Not
Supported

GENERAL DISCUSSION
The purpose of this series of studies was to understand the differential
effectiveness of ironic advertising on skeptical vs. naïve consumers. The findings for
each study suggest that there is a difference in effectiveness whether we look at the
attractiveness or the persuasiveness of irony. There are various mechanisms that could
account for this distinction.
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One is a theory of general cognition introduced in the beginning of this paper is
the System1 vs. Sytem 2 thinking by Kahnemann (1976, 2003). We believe that because
skeptics utilize system 2 thinking they tend to question the message of advertising.
Therefore questioning an ironic message helps the audience understand the implicit
message and perhaps arrive at a positive from a double negative.
On a lower level of injunctive interpretation Brehm’s (1966) Psychological
Reactance and Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986) Elaboration Likelihood Model may help one
understand the processes as well. Brehm explains that Psychological Reactance occurs
when we feel our choices are restricted even if those are the choices we are not interested
in the first place. Therefore a simple example of ironic advertisement may invoke
reactance in the minds of the audience and lead to higher persuasion.
Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion suggests, variables affect attitude
change by serving as persuasive arguments, peripheral cues or affecting the extent of
argument elaboration (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986, p. 132). In the case of irony the effect
may be an interaction of all three, but in particular the last one. Petty and Cacioppo
(1981) discuss argument processing in a relatively objective and a relatively biased
manner. On the one hand, in relatively objective processing, some treatment variable
motivates the subjects to see the strength and weaknesses of the argument. On the other
hand, in relatively biased processing motivates the subject to generate a particular kind of
thought in response to the message. We propose that irony serves the latter of these
mechanisms by eliciting a response from the audience if and when they get the implicit
message.
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In the context of advertising, the narrowest level of explanation, a concept that
helps us understand the consumer attitudes is persuasion knowledge. Freistad and Wright
(1994) claim consumers who have high persuasion knowledge, tend to be more skeptical
of advertising messages. Therefore we can assume that consumers are going to question
the advertising message and perhaps even negate it at times. When the consumer negates
the literal message or when the advertiser creates a double negative with the use of irony,
the persuasion rate may be higher in comparison to advertisements with direct messages.
Figure 3.8: Processes that Explain the Effectiveness of Ironic Advertising

Future Research
The use of irony in advertising has long been neglected as it did not seem to be
distinct from humor. Despite the similarities there seems to be, negative perceptions of
irony require us to use it with caution and this paper set out to differentiate the types of
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consumer that would appreciate irony. Future research should include the investigation of
personality traits (effect of nature) and the cross-cultural differences (the nurture effect)
to have a complete picture of the ironically-literate customer.
Further exploration of advertising strategies similar to irony that would be affective
on skeptical consumers, would help us understand the ways to reach the 70% of the US
customer base (Calfee and Ringold 1988)
The aim here was to understand irony’s effect on attitudes towards advertising.
Although highly correlated, no questions about perceived brand value were asked. One
avenue of research would be the effect of irony in on perceived brand value; since irony
could be perceived negatively and influence the perceived brand value in a negative way.
Limitations
Like with any other research we recognize there are some limitations to our studies. First
of which is the limitations brought by experimental methods. One might question the
external validity of this paper, the results need to be repeated and field experiments or
other methodologies should bring a variety to the topic. The results found in this paper
should be verified through field experiments.
Moreover the studies do not measure actual behavior but rather intent and attitude. The
results would be invaluable if archival data could show the effect of ironic ads on sales
and actual purchase/repurchase patterns.
Finally we believe triangulation through multiple research methods and paradigms, is
always important and necessary. The topic of ironic advertising has been part of the
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literature in post-modern marketing. These articles have been helpful in building the
conceptual framework. A realist take on the topic led us to create the hypotheses and use
empirics to test them. However these studies should be viewed in combination with the
existing literature in post-modern marketing.
Contributions
Contributions of this paper are three-fold: contribution to personality research, although
minor are that we can explain individual differences in irony detection and appreciation.
A separate trait, ironic literacy, especially for communications research, would be useful
in understanding reactions towards non-literal communications.
Although we intend to explain managerial implications in a separate paper in more detail,
they can be summed up here as well. Understanding how, with which product type and
on whom ironic advertising should be used is crucial in the success of an ironic
advertising campaign. Although many practitioners have been using this mechanism, no
information as to how ironic advertising affects consumer perceptions exists. This paper
sets out to draw a picture for the marketer who intends to use irony, as it can be a double
edged sword if used inappropriately and directed towards the wrong consumer groups. As
a misunderstanding or failure to detect irony can confuse the consumer (Deighton 1987)
and if it is detected but not appreciated it might even have adverse effects. So this
research might help create a framework and heuristics for managers.
The main contribution is to advertising theory. Many aspects of advertising and their
effectiveness on the general consumer or specific groups of consumers have been
extensively researched. Lagerwerf (2004, 2007) has worked on the subject yet did not
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elaborate on consumer attitude and behavior pertaining to the ironiness of an ad. Our
research provides and tests a model of ironic advertising and looks at consumer response
variables like attention, attractiveness and persuasion and moderators starting with
personality traits. This way we might be able to create a model that will explain ironic
advertising holistically.

59

References
1. Anderson, Ronald D., Jack L. Engeldow and Helmut Becker (1978), "How
Consumer Reports Subscribers See Advertising," Journal of Advertising
Research, 18 (December), 29-34.
2. Andrews, J, Craig (1989), "The Dimensionality of Beliefs Toward Advertising in
General," Journal of Advertising, 18 (January), 26-35.
3. Andrews, J.C., Srinivas Durvasula, and Richard G. Netemeyer (1994), "Testing
the Cross-National Applicability of U.S. and Russian Advertising Belief and
Attitude Measures," Journal of Advertising, 23 (March), 71-82.
4. Barksdale, Hiram C. and William R. Darden (1972), "Consumer Attitudes
Toward Marketing and Consumerism," Journal of Marketing, 36 (October).
28-35.
5. Barksdale, H. C., William R. Darden, and William D. Perreault Jr. (1976),
"Changes in Consumer Attitudes Toward Marketing, Consumerism and
Government Regulation: 1911-1975," Journal of Consumer Affairs, 10(20),
117-139.
6. Barksdale, Hiram C. and William R. Darden and William D. Perreault Jr. (1980),
"Can Consumers be satisfied?” MSU Business Topics 28 (spring), 19-30.
7. Barksdale, Hiram C. and William R. Darden, Johan Amdt, J. A, Barnhill,
Warren A. French, Michael Halliday, and Jehiel Zif (1982), "A CrossNational Survey of Consumer Attitudes Towards Marketing Practices,
Consumerism and Government Regulations," Columbia Journal of World
Business, 17 (Summer), 71-86.
60

8. Bauer, R. A and Stephen A Greyser (1968), Advertising in America: The
Consumer View. Boston, MA: Harvard University Graduate School of Business
Administration, Division of Research.
9. Beltramini, Richard (1982). “Advertising Perceived Believability Scale” In D.R.
Corrigan, F. B. Kraft and R. H. Ross (eds.) Proceedings of the Southwestern
Marketing Association (pp. 1-3)
10. Berlyne, D. E. (1971). Aesthetics and Psychobiology. New York: Appleton.
11. Brown, S. (2003). 'Marketing to generation (R)', Harvard Business Review , 81.
12. Calfee, John E. and Debra Jones Ringold (1988), "Consumer Skepticism of
Advertising: What Do the Polls Show?" in Aduances in Consumer Research,
Vol. 15, Michael J. Houston, ed., Provo, UT: Association for Consumer
Research. 244-248.
13. Calfee, John E., and Debra Jones Ringold. 1994. The 70% majority: Enduring
consumer beliefs about advertising. Journal of Public Policy & Marketing 13, (2)
(Fall94): 228-38,
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=buh&AN=9412274666&
site=ehost-live.
14. Deighton, J. (1985). 'Rhetorical strategies in advertising', in E. Hirschman, & M.
B. Holbrook, Advances in Consumer Research Vol. 13, pp. 432-436. Provo, UT:
Association for Consumer Research.
15. Dews, S., & Winner, E. (1999). 'Obligatory processing of literal and nonliteral
meanings in verbal irony', Journal of Pragmatics , 31 ((12)(11/2)): 1579-99.

61

16. Dews, S., Kaplan, J., & Winner, E. (2007). 'Why not say it directly? The social
functions of irony', in R. W. Gibbs, & H. L. Colston, Irony in language and
thought: a cognitive science reader. NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
17. Durand, Richard M. and Zarrel V. Lambert (1985). "Alienation and Criticisms of
Advertising," Journal of Advertising, 14 (3). 9-17.
18. Feltham, Tammy S. (1994) “Assessing Viewer Judgement of Advertisments and
Vehicles: Scale development and validation” In Chris T. Allen and Deborah
Roedder-John (eds), Advances in Consumer Research Vol. 21, pp.531-535.
19. Ford, Gary T., Darlene B. Smith, and John L. Swasy. 1990. Consumer skepticism
of advertising claims: Testing hypotheses from economics of information. The
Journal of Consumer Research 16, (4) (Mar.): 433-41,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2489454.
20. Friestad, Marian, and Peter Wright. 1994. The persuasion knowledge model: How
people cope with persuasion attempts. Journal of Consumer Research 21, (1) (06):
1-31,
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=buh&AN=9408160146&
site=bsi-live.
21. Friestad, Marian, and Peter Wright. 1995. Persuasion knowledge: Lay people's
and researchers' beliefs about the psychology of advertising. The Journal of
Consumer Research 22, (1) (Jun.): 62-74, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2489700.
22. Haller, Thomas F. (1974), “What Students Think of Advertising, "Journal of
Advertising Research, 14 (February), 33-38.

62

23. T. Gilovich, D. W Griffin, and D. Kahneman, Heuristics and biases: The
psychology of intuitive judgement (Cambridge Univ Pr, 2002).
24. D. Kahneman, “Maps of bounded rationality: A perspective on intuitive judgment
and choice,” Nobel prize lecture 8 (2002).
25. D. Kahneman, “Maps of bounded rationality: Psychology for behavioral
economics,” American economic review 93, no. 5 (2003): 1449–1475.
26. Kanter, Donald L. (1988/1989), "Cynical Marketers at Work," Journal of
Advertising Research, 28 (December/ January), 28-34.
27. Lagerwerf, L. (2007). “Irony and sarcasm in advertisements: Effects of relevant
inappropriateness” Journal of Pragmatics 39:1702-1721
28. Lastovicka, John L. (1983) “Convergent and Discriminant validity of TV
commercial rating scales” Journal of Advertising, 12(2), 14-23
29. McQuarrie, E., & Mick, D. G. (1996). 'Figures of rhetoric in advertising
language', Journal of Consumer Research , 22 (4): 424-438.
30. Mitchell, A. A. (1983). 'Cognitive processes initiated by exposureto advertising',
in R. J. Harris, Information processing research in advertising, pp. 13-42.
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.
31. E. S Moore-Shay and R. J Lutz, “Intergenerational influences in the formation of
consumer attitudes and beliefs about the marketplace: mothers and daughters,”
Advances in Consumer Research 15 (1988): 461–467.
32. Muehling, Darrel D. (1987), "An Investigation of Factors Underlying AttitudeToward-Advertising-in-General," Journal of Advertising, 16(1), 32-40.

63

33. Obermiller, Carl, and Eric R. Spangenberg. 1998. Development of a scale to
measure consumer skepticism toward advertising. Journal of Consumer
Psychology 7, (2) (03): 159,
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=aph&AN=4817957&site
=ehost-live.
34. Obermiller, Carl and Eric R. Spangenberg. 2000. On the origin and distinctness of
skepticism toward advertising. Marketing Letters 11, (4): 311.
35. Obermiller, Carl, Eric Spangenberg, and Douglas L. MacLachlan. 2005. Ad
skepticism. Journal of Advertising 34, (3): 7-17,
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=buh&AN=18733177&sit
e=ehost-live.
36. Pexman, P. M., Ferretti, T. R., & Katz, A. N. (2000). 'Discourse factors that influence
online reading of metaphor and irony' Discourse Processes , 29 (3): 201-222.

37. Phillips, B. J. & McQuarrie, E. F. (2002) “The development, change and
transformation of rhetorical style in magazine advertisements. Journal of
Advertising 34(4):1-13
38. Pollay, Richard W. and Banwari Mittal (1993), "Here's the Beef: Factors,
Determinants, and Segments in the Consumer Criticism of Advertising." Jour/io/
of Marketing, 57 (July), 99-114.
39. Reid, Leonard N. and Lawrence C. Soley (1982), "Generalized and Personalized
Attitudes toward Advertising's Social and Economic Effects,'" Journal of
Advertising, 11 (3). 3-7.

64

40. Shavitt, Sharon, Pamela Lowrey, and James Haefner (1998), "Public Attitudes
Toward Advertising: More Favorable Than You Might Think," Journal of
Advertising Research, 38 (July/August), 7-22.
41. Shultz, T. R. (1976). A cognitive-developmental analysis of humour, in Humour
and Laughter: Theory, Research and Applications. A. J. Chapman and H. C.
Foote (eds) Wiley: London.
42. Stern, B. B. (1990). 'Pleasure and persuasion in advertising: rhetorical irony as a
humor technique', Journal of current issues in research in advertising , 12: 25-42.
43. Wells, William D. (1964) “EQ, Son of EQ and the Reaction Profile” Journal of
Marketing, 28, pp.45-52.
44. Wills, James R. Jr. and John K. Ryans Jr. (1982), “Attitudes toward
Advertising: A Multinational Study," Journal of International Business, 13
(winter), 121-131.

65

APPENDIX 3.A
Study 1 items
Thank you for helping us with our research. We greatly value your input. Please bear in mind when
answering the questions below that, there are no right or wrong answers and that your responses are
anonymous. Please turn up the volume of your computer and watch the video carefully. This is an advert
part of an anti-smoking campaign.
Q1 Please think about the ad you have just watched. This ad is part of an anti-smoking campaign. In the
questions below consider which of the word-pairs corresponds most closely to your overall opinion of the
ad. So for example in question A1 if you though the advert was highly amusing you might circle 7, on the
other hand if you though it was not at all amusing you might circle 1, in contrast if had no real opinion on
the amusement of the advert you might circle 4.
Q2 Please circle the number that best reflects your overall evaluation of the ad you just watched.
1 (1)
2 (2)
3 (3)
4 (4)
5 (5)
6 (6)
Unamusing:Amusing (1)
Unbelievable:Believable (2)
Unreliable:Reliable (3)
Undependable:Dependable
(4)
Untrustworthy:Trustworthy
(5)
Not Convincing:Convincing
(6)
Not Credible:Credible (7)
Unreasonable:Reasonable (8)
Dishonest:Honest (9)
Questionable:Unquestionable
(10)
Inconclusive:Conclusive (11)
Not Authentic:Authentic (12)
Unlikely:Likely (13)
Ugly:Beautiful (14)
Unpleasant:Pleasant (15)
Unattractive:Attractive (16)
Not easy to remember:Easy
to remember (17)
Not easy to understand:Easy
to understand (18)
Not worth
remembering:Worth
remembering (19)
Q3 To What extent do you agree or disagree with the following four statements:
Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat
Neither
Somewhat
Disagree
(2)
Disagree
Agree nor
Agree (5)
(1)
(3)
Disagree
(4)
This is the
type of ad
I forget

Agree (6)

7 (7)

Strongly
Agree (7)
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easily. (1)
I would
probably
skip this
ad if I saw
it on TV
(2)
Q4 To What extent do you agree or disagree with the following four statements:
Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat Neither
Somewhat
Disagree
(2)
Disagree
Agree nor Agree (5)
(1)
(3)
Disagree
(4)
This
advertisement
is ironic (1)
This
advertisement
is sarcastic
(2)
Q5 The message in this ad is:
1 (1)
2 (2)
Indirect:Direct
(1)
Not
literal:Literal
(2)

3 (3)

4 (4)

5 (5)

Q6 Please circle which you feel best describes the ad you just saw
1 (1)
2 (2)
3 (3)
4 (4)
Simple:Complicated (1)
Boring:Entertaining (2)
Irrelevant to me:Relevant to
me (3)
Uninteresting:Interesting (4)
Unrealistic:Realistic (5)
Unintelligent:Intelligent (6)
Unsophisticated:Sophisticated
(7)
Did not make me think:Made
me think (8)

Agree
(6)

6 (6)

5 (5)

6 (6)

Strongly
Agree (7)

7 (7)

7 (7)

Q7
Strongly
Disagree
(1)

Disagree
(2)

Somewhat
Disagree
(3)

Neither
Agree nor
Disagree
(4)

Somewhat
Agree (5)

Agree (6)

Strongly
Agree (7)

This kind of
commercial
has been
done many
times … it’s
the same
old thing.
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(1)
I’ve seen
this
commercial
so many
times-I’m
tired of it.
(2)
I think this
is an
unusual
commercial.
I’m not sure
I’ve seen
another like
it (3)
Q8
Yes (1)

No (2)

I have seen this commercial
before. (1)
We would now like to know your views on advertising in general. Forget about the advert you have just
seen and think about your overall attitude towards the nature of advertising.
Q9 Please answer the following questions about advertising in general (not about the advertisement that
you viewed just now).
Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat Neither
Somewhat Agree
Strongly
Disagree
(2)
Disagree
Agree nor Agree (5)
(6)
Agree (7)
(1)
(3)
Disagree
(4)
Advertising’s
aim is to
inform the
consumer. (1)
I believe
advertising is
informative.
(2)
Advertising is
generally
truthful. (3)
Advertising is
a reliable
source of
information
about the
quality and
performance of
products. (4)
I feel I’ve been
accurately
informed after
viewing most
advertisements.
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(5)
Most
advertising
provides
consumers
with essential
information.
(6)
Q10 Do you smoke?
Strongly
Disagree
(1)

Disagree
(2)

Somewhat
Disagree
(3)

Neither
Agree nor
Disagree
(4)

Somewhat
Agree (5)

Agree (6)

Strongly
Agree (7)

Somewhat
Disagree
(3)

Neither
Agree nor
Disagree
(4)

Somewhat
Agree (5)

Agree (6)

Strongly
Agree (7)

I smoke
regularly
(1)
I smoked
in the past
but no
longer (2)
Q11 Do you have friend who smoke?
Strongly
Disagree
Disagree
(2)
(1)
Many of
my
friends
smoke (1)
Q12 What is your:
Age (1)
Gender (2)
Major (3)
Country of Origin (4)
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APPENDIX 3.B
Pretest items
Q1 Please choose the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following statements about
advertising.
Strongly Disagree Somewhat
Neither
Somewhat Agree
Disagree (2)
Disagree
Agree nor
Agree (5)
(6)
(1)
(3)
Disagree (4)
We can depend on
getting the truth in
most advertising. (1)
Advertising’s aim is
to inform the
consumer. (2)
I believe advertising
is informative. (3)
Advertising is
generally truthful.
(4)
Advertising is a
reliable source of
information about
the quality and
performance of
products. (5)
Advertising is truth
well told. (6)
In general,
advertising presents
a true picture of the
product being
advertised. (7)
I feel I’ve been
accurately informed
after viewing most
advertisements. (8)
Most advertising
provides consumer
with essential
information. (9)

Strongly
Agree (7)

Q2 What is your:
Age (2)
Gender (3)
Major (4)
Country of Origin (5)
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APPENDIX 3.C
Study 2 items
Q1 In the next section you are asked to complete a task, please take your time to think and articulate each
point.
Q2 "Consumers can trust advertisements shown on TV"Write down 4 reasons why this statement is true:
1 (1)
2 (2)
3 (3)
4 (4)
Q3 Please answer the question below regarding your current attitude towards TV advertising.
Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat
Neither
Somewhat
Agree (6)
Disagree
(2)
Disagree
Agree nor
Agree (5)
(1)
(3)
Disagree
(4)
I trust
most TV
adverts
(1)

Strongly
Agree (7)

Q4 In this section you will be watching 4 ads for Wanchai Ferry, Kotex, Oral B and Hyundai, respectively.
Please pay attention to each add, as you are expected to answer questions about each one in the next page.
Please turn up the volume of your computer and watch the videos carefully then answer the questions.
Q5 What were the ads you watched for?
First Ad (1)
Second Ad (2)
Third Ad (3)
Fourth Ad (4)
Q6 In the next section answer the questions referring to each ad that you have seen. These questions are
NOT about advertising in general but specific to the videos you have seen in the previous section
Q7 Please rate each of the 4 ads you have seen with the given criteria: 1 being lowest and 7 being highest
Wanchai Ferry (1)
Kotex (2)
Oral B (3)
Hyundai (4)
Amusing (1)
Believable (2)
Reliable (3)
Dependable (4)
Trustworthy (5)
Convincing (6)
Credible (7)
Reasonable (8)
Honest (9)
Unquestionable
(10)
Q8 Please rate each of the 4 ads you have seen with the given criteria: 1 being lowest and 7 being highest
Wanchai Ferry (1)
Kotex (2)
Oral B (3)
Hyundai (4)
Conclusive (1)
Authentic (2)
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Likely (3)
Beautiful (4)
Pleasant (5)
Attractive (6)
Easy to remember
(7)
Easy to Understand
(8)
Worth
remembering (9)
Q9 To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements:
Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat
Neither
Somewhat
Disagree
(2)
Disagree
Agree nor
Agree (5)
(1)
(3)
Disagree
(4)
These are
the types
of ads I
forget
easily. (1)
I would
probably
skip these
ads if I
saw them
on TV (2)

Agree (6)

Strongly
Agree (7)

Q10 To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements for each of the four ads
(1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree)
Wanchai Ferry (1)
Kotex (2)
Oral B (3)
Hyundai (4)
This advertisement
is ironic (1)
This advertisement
is sarcastic (2)
This advertisement
is indirect (3)
This advertisement
is not literal (4)
Q11 Please rate each of the 4 ads you have seen with the given criteria: 1 being lowest and 7 being highest
Wanchai Ferry (1)
Kotex (2)
Oral B (3)
Hyundai (4)
Complicated (1)
Entertaining (2)
Relevant to me (3)
Interesting (4)
Realistic (5)
Intelligent (6)
Sophisticated (7)
Made me think (8)
Q12 To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements for each of the four ads
(1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree)
Wanchai Ferry (1)
Kotex (2)
Oral B (3)
Hyundai (4)
This kind of
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commercial has
been done many
times … it’s the
same old thing. (1)
I’ve seen this
commercial so
many times-I’m
tired of it. (2)
I think this is an
unusual
commercial. I’m
not sure I’ve seen
another like it (3)
Q13 Please indicate whether you have seen these ads previously. Type 1, if you have or 0, if you have not.
Wanchai Ferry (1)
Kotex (2)
Oral B (3)
Hyundai (4)
I have seen this
commercial before.
(1)
Q14 In the following section you will be asked several questions about your GENERAL attitude towards
advertising. There are no right or wrong answers. Please take your time and express your honest opinion.
Q15 Please choose the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following statements about
advertising.
Strongly Disagree Somewhat
Neither
Somewhat
Agree
Disagree (2)
Disagree
Agree nor
Agree (5)
(6)
(1)
(3)
Disagree (4)
We can depend on
getting the truth in
most advertising. (1)
Advertising’s aim is
to inform the
consumer. (2)
I believe advertising
is informative. (3)
Advertising is
generally truthful.
(4)
Advertising is a
reliable source of
information about
the quality and
performance of
products. (5)
Advertising is truth
well told. (6)
In general,
advertising presents
a true picture of the
product being
advertised. (7)
I feel I’ve been
accurately informed
after viewing most

Strongly
Agree (7)
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advertisements. (8)
Most advertising
provides consumer
with essential
information. (9)
Q16 What is your:
Age (1)
Gender (2)
Major (3)
Country of Origin (4)
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PART IV

IRONIZING ICONS: THE EFFECT OF IRONIC ADVERTISING ON BRAND
VALUE
Ekin Pehlivan
Pierre Berthon
John Deighton
Abstract
The role of advertising in creating brand value has been discussed from various
perspectives: from the consumer’s perception to the company’s gains from brand equity.
However the symbolism in advertising and how it reflects on to creation of perceived
brand value has been unexplored territory. In this paper we focus on the use of ironic
imagery and symbolism in advertising and its effects on brand value. We hypothesize that
irony will have different effects depending on the previous levels of perceived brand
value as well as brand familiarity. We put four hypotheses to test through experimental
designs and find that the higher the brand value the more there is to lose by using ironic
advertising, in general. With lower brand values irony may actually help differentiate the
brand personality and increase the value. Brand familiarity taken in a binary form reveals
to have a similar effect the higher the familiarity the more probability there is for a
decrease in brand value through ironic ads. We look at previous literature to understand
these effects and elaborate on future research venues pertaining to branding and ironic
advertising. These studies contribute both to advertising theory and brand management
by unveiling the importance of the advertising message in creating brand as social
symbols. We also establish implications for brand managers since the experiments feature
real ads for real brands, that are already being broadcast in the USA.
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In the late 80s and 90s, advertising scholars, focusing on humor in advertising, warned
advertising professionals against the pitfalls of irony and sarcasm. Deighton (1985)
suggested “it is only rarely a good idea to foster a cynical interpretation of consumption
experiences.” mainly because it may be destructive of the nature of transformational
advertising. Today we encounter an increasing amount of ironic advertising. This brings
us to the question ‘what happens to brand value when advertising uses irony as a
rhetorical device?’
The purpose of this paper is to understand the relationship between ironic advertising and
brand value. First we define ‘ironic advertising’, then take a brief look at the literature in
brand value. Next we formulate the hypotheses to be tested with experiments using direct
and ironic ads. After we list and discuss the results of our studies, we conclude with the
contributions and directions for future research.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Ironic Advertising
We define ironic advertising as a two-step process in which a marketer establishes an
initial message or invokes a pre-existing frame in the mind of the viewer, and then
communicates a second message that subverts that first message or frame. Depending on
the advertising medium, meaning can be conveyed visually or audibly or in combination.
The form of subversion can range from questioning (weak irony) to negation (strong
irony). The two messages (initial and secondary) are incongruent and this incongruence
can arise from one of two sources: the explicit and implicit messages are diametrically
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different, or the interpretive frame of the viewer or listener is different from the speaker’s
intended frame. (Pehlivan, Berthon and Pitt, 2011)
Brand Value
‘…a product is a physical thing…a brand has no tangible, physical, or
functional properties…Yet it is just as real as the product. Disembodied,
abstract, ephemeral…it exists like a myth in the imagination of the
consumer.” (Kim, 1990, p.65)

The value of a brand has been a concept many marketing scholars studies. Multiple
definitions, various measurement scales have been proposed. Different types of brand
value have been defined to get into the details. For the purposes of this paper we choose
to work specifically with consumer perceptions of a brands value and not on the financial
markets that measure brand equity.
Perceived Brand Value: Keller (1993) attempts to define and measure customer based
brand equity as the differential effect of brand knowledge on consumer response to
the marketing of the brand. This is the definition we use to describe customer
perceived brand value.
Perceived brand value involves consumers' reactions to an element of the marketing mix
for the brand in comparison with their reactions to the same marketing mix element
attributed to a fictitiously named or unnamed version of the product or service. This
perception emerges when the consumer is familiar with the brand.

Brand Familiarity: Brand familiarity can be defined as the extent of a consumer’s direct
and indirect experience or interaction with a brand (Alba and Hutchinson 1987; Kent and
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Allen 1994). Although many advertised products are familiar to consumers, many others
are unfamiliar, either because they are new to the marketplace or because consumers have
not yet been exposed to the brand (Stewart 1992). Familiar and unfamiliar brands differ
in terms of the perceived value of the brand. Consumers tend to have a variety of
different types of perceptions regarding familiar brands. These perceptions would be
derived through their interaction with the brand, whereas consumers unfamiliar with a
brand lack many of these perceptions because they have not had any experiences with
them. (Campbell and Keller, 2007)

Keller (1993) defines customer based brand value as a response to advertising; hence we
intend to explore the effect of ironic advertising on brand value. Our purpose in this paper
is to understand whether the use of ironic messages in ads damage or improve the
consumer perception. To be able to test this we need to assume everyone understands
irony and the implicit message in the ads, although there are different levels of ironic
literacy (Pehlivan, Berthon and Pitt, 2011). This assumption in mind we formulate the
hypotheses to be tested in the following section.

HYPOTHESES
Ironic Advertising and Perceived Brand Value
Meenaghan (1995) suggests that brand identity is what the company wants to
communicate whereas brand image is the perception of the consumer. “Identity is sent,
while image is received/perceived” (p. 24). Both identity and image comprise customer
perceived brand value. With ironic ads the message that is being sent operates on two
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levels, explicit and implicit. Given the reception/perception is in line with the true
message of the ad, we propose the use of irony will help increase the brand value.
H1a: Ironic advertising will help increase brand value in general
High vs. Low Brand Value
The previous hypothesis does not account for previous experiences of customers;
however previous literature suggests that the interpretive frame of a consumer is shaped
by previous experience or product knowledge (Pehlivan, Berthon and Pitt, 2011).
Therefore the perceived brand value of a product will affect the directionality and the
magnitude of change we observe, when consumers are subjected to direct or ironic
advertising. We propose that the higher the brand value, the worse off it will become with
ironic advertising. If, however we start from a low brand value we may increase the
perception by the use of irony.
H1b: Ironic advertising will increase the brand value of a product with low brand
value.
H1c: Ironic advertising will decrease the brand value of a product with high
brand value.
Brand Familiarity
Brand familiarity plays a not-so-visible yet highly important role in the perception of
brand value. The degree of familiarity will determine the existence of a perception,
moreover it will affect the reception of promotional/advertising messages. Therefore
following the logic introduced in the previous hypothesis, the higher the familiarity the
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more likely it is that there will be a perceived value assigned to the brand and therefore
irony might affect this value negatively.
H2: Irony will increase brand value for products with low brand familiarity in
comparison to products with high brand familiarity.
Table 4.1 - Summary of Hypotheses
Dependent Moderator Hypothesis
Variable
H1a: Ironic advertising will help increase brand value in
general
H1b: Ironic advertising will increase the brand value of a
product with low brand value.
Brand
H1c: Ironic advertising will decrease the brand value of a
Value
product with high brand value.
Brand
H2: Irony will increase brand value for products with low
familiarity brand familiarity in comparison to products with high brand
familiarity.
To test the hypotheses summarized in Table 4.1 we designed three experiments, Study 1
aims to explore the main effect of ironic advertising on brand value, if any. Study 2 takes
the previous perceptions of high vs. low brand value into account and compares the
directionality of the results. The last study looks at the interaction between use of ironic
imagery or symbolism and brand familiarity as a moderator variable on brand value.

STUDY 1
Study Design
This study was specifically designed to serve as a pilot and help us explore any influence
irony may have we hypothesized that in general irony will increase brand value by
putting the consumer into a lighter mood as humor does. The assumption that everyone
understands the intended irony was endogenous to the design.
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Sample and Procedure: This experiment was conducted with 55 participants, who were
asked to watch advertisements and answer questions pertaining to their perception of the
brands featured in the advertisements.
Instrument: Both the ironic and direct ads, which were used for this study, are Burger
King ads that were pretested with a sample of 30 participants for ironiness and humor.
We chose a pair that was not significantly different when it came to humor but was
significantly different in perceived ironiness.
Measurements: We use the measurement scale from Putrevu, S. and Lord, K. R. and
Rosbergen, E.; Pieters, R. and Wedel, M. (1997) to measure brand value. Since this study
focuses on the food industry we also added some measurement scales that focus on the
food industry specifically, hence we also used Prasad, V. K. and Smith, L. J. (1994). We
also use measurements to control for brand consciousness from Donthu, N. and Gilliland,
D (1996); Sproles, G. B. and Kendall, E. L. (1986)
Results and Discussion
Manipulation check: The participants were asked to rate the ad on a scale of ironiness
comprised of four measurement items (See Appendix 4.A) Then a t-test was performed to
see if the message was perceived as it was intended. The difference between the direct ad
watchers and the ironic ad watchers turned out to be significantly different in the right
direction hence we can say the manipulations worked. (tables 4.2 and 4.3)
Table 4.2 - Group Statistics
Ironiness

AdType
direct
ironic

N
27
28

Mean
2.1852
4.0893

Std. Deviation
.96723
.91847

Std. Error Mean
.18614
.17357
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Table 4.3 - Independent Samples Test
Levene's Test
for Equality of
Variances
t-test for Equality of Means

Ironiness

Equal variances assumed
Equal variances not assumed

F
.016

Sig.
.900

t
-7.488
-7.481

df
53
52.586

Mean
Sig. (2-tailed) Difference
.000
-1.90410
.000
-1.90410

Std. Error
Difference
.25427
.25451

95% Confidence Interval
of the Difference
Lower
Upper
-2.41410
-1.39410
-2.41469
-1.39352

Figure 4.1 – Manipulation check

Hypotheses testing: To compare the pre and post brand value measurements of brand
value we conducted a paired samples t-test. The mean difference between the two
measurements was significant. Furthermore the difference between direct and ironic ad
groups for the post-manipulation brand value measure was also significantly different.
Thus ironic advertising does make a difference, moreover this effect is in the expected
direction, and brand value can be increased by use of ironic imagery. The first
hypotheses, therefore, is supported.
Table 4.4 – Paired Samples Statistics

Pair 1

BV1_0

Mean
3.3879

N
55

BV1_1
3.9818
55
Table 4.5 – Paired Samples Correlations

Pair 1

BV1_0 & BV1_1

N
55

Std. Deviation
1.25013

Std. Error Mean
.16857

1.24626

.16805

Correlation
.514

Sig.
.000

Table 4.6 – Paired Samples Test
Paired Differences

Mean

Std. Deviation

Std. Error Mean

95% Confidence Interval of the
Difference
Lower
Upper

t

df

Sig. (2-tailed)
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Table 4.4 – Paired Samples Statistics

Pair 1
Pair 1

BV1_0

Mean
3.3879

BV1_0 – BV1_1

N
55

-.59394

Std. Deviation
1.25013

1.23009

.16587

Std. Error Mean
.16857
-.92648

-.26140

-3.581

54

.001

Figure 4.2 – Paired samples t-test

Figure 4.3 – T-test for ironic vs. direct ad

Table 4.7 – Group Statistics
BV1

AdType
direct

N
27

ironic
28
Table 4.8 – Independent Samples Test

Mean
-.0988

Std. Deviation
.96439

Std. Error Mean
.18560

1.2619

1.09001

.20599

Levene’s Test
for Equality of
Variances

BV1

Equal variances assumed

F
1.313

Sig.
.257

t-test for Equality of Means

t
-4.896

df
53

Sig. (2tailed)
.000

Mean
Difference
-1.36067

Std. Error
Difference
.27790

95% Confidence Interval of the
Difference
Lower
Upper
-1.91806
-.80328
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Table 4.7 – Group Statistics
AdType
direct

BV1

N
27

Mean
-.0988

Equal variances not assumed

Std. Deviation
.96439
-4.907

52.619

Std. Error Mean
.18560
.000

-1.36067

.27727

-1.91690

-.80444

STUDY 2
Study Design
Participants and Procedure: The sample for Study 2 consisted of 161 participants. They
were asked to fill a survey regarding their perception of the brand value for Cadillac and
Saturn. These two brands for chosen out of a list that was pretested, to represent high and
low brand value, yet control for the country of production and function. A week later the
same participants were asked to watch either the ironic or direct version of the ads for
Cadillac and Saturn and asked to answer questions regarding brand value once more.
Instrument: The ads were chosen from a set containing multiple brands. The ironic ad
was created using the mediocrity campaign ad and adding the brand name and logo to the
beginning and the end of it.
Measurements: Aside from the brand value measurements from LaTour, M. S. and
Henthorne, T. L. (1994); LaTour. M. S. and Rotfeld, H. J. (1997); LaTour, M. S., Snipes,
R. L. and Bliss, S. J. (1996); we also use measurements to control for brand
consciousness from Donthu, N. and Gilliland, D (1996); Sproles, G. B. and Kendall, E. L.
(1986)
Results and Discussion
Manipulations Check: The participants were asked to rate the ads on the same scale used
in study 1. Then a t-test was performed and the difference between the direct ad watchers
and the ironic ad watchers turned out to be significantly different in the right direction
hence we can say the manipulations worked. (tables 4.10 and 4.11)
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Figure 4.4: Manipulation

Table 4.9: Group Statistics

Ironiness

AdType
Direct
Ironic

N
81
80

Mean
2.6851
4.3767

Std. Deviation
1.07941
1.32056

Std. Error Mean
.12301
.15248

Table 4.10: Independent Samples Test
Levene's Test
for Equality
of Variances t-test for Equality of Means

Ironiness

Equal variances assumed
Equal variances not assumed

F
Sig. t
3.473 .064 -8.657
-8.634

df
150
142.778

Sig. (2tailed)
.000
.000

Mean
Difference
-1.69160
-1.69160

Std. Error
Difference
.19540
.19592

95% Confidence Interval of the
Difference
Lower
Upper
-2.07770
-1.30551
-2.07887
-1.30433

Hypotheses Testing: The general linear model revealed that the main effects were
significant as well as the interaction. Cadillac (high brand value product) lost brand value
with the participants that were exposed to ironic advertising, whereas Saturn (the low
brand value product) gained value through the ironic imagery. This may also shed some
light on the effect we observe in study 1 with the Burger Kind ad, since the perceived
brand value of Burger King in that sample was on the lower part of the scale, it was
expected that there would be an increase in the brand value. Therefore both H1b and H1c
are supported through these results. (Table 4.13)
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Table 4.11: Between-Subjects Factors
Value Label
AdType
0
Direct
1
Ironic
Prestige
0
low brand value
1
high brand value

N
81
80
77
84

Table 4.12: Tests of Between-Subjects Effects
Dependent Variable:BV3
Type III Sum of
Source
Squares
df
Corrected Model
78.393a
3
Intercept
2938.309
1
AdType
5.271
1
Prestige
59.616
1
AdType * Prestige
11.825
1
Error
152.334
157
Total
3220.818
161
Corrected Total
230.727
160
a. R Squared = .340 (Adjusted R Squared = .327)

Mean Square
26.131
2938.309
5.271
59.616
11.825
.970

F
26.931
3028.315
5.432
61.442
12.187

Sig.
.000
.000
.021
.000
.001

Figure 4.5: Brand value

STUDY 3
Study Design
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This study was designed to explore the effect of a moderator, brand familiarity on brand
value in association with ironic symbolism in advertising.

Participants and Procedure: 80 participants took part in the experiment, no formal
measurement was used to differentiate the levels of familiarity, we simply chose a binary
approach (Toyota- familiar, Opel- not familiar) and confirmed by asking our participants
whether they have heard, used or seen the logos, brand names or the cars themselves.
Then they were asked to watch an ad and respond to several questions regarding the
perceived brand value of each product. We did not collect pre-manipulation
measurements for brand value since the low familiarity condition would make it a
redundant comparison.
Instrument: The ads for this study were once again pretested to ensure they serve their
intended purposes. Toyota ads were used for the high familiarity condition and Opel, a
European brand, was used for the low familiarity condition.
Measurements: For the measurement of brand value we use the scale from Meyers-Levy,
J. and Peracchio, L. A. (1997). We also use measurements to control for brand
consciousness from Donthu, N. and Gilliland, D (1996); Sproles, G. B. and Kendall, E. L.
(1986) as we did in the previous studies.
Results and Discussion
Manipulation check: The participants were asked to rate the ads on the same scale used
in study 1. Then a t-test was performed and the difference between the direct ad watchers
and the ironic ad watchers turned out to be significantly different in the right direction
hence we can say the manipulations worked. In addition to the manipulations we checked
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for familiarity as explained in the participants and procedure section. Out of the 28
participants there was only one person from India that indicated that they have heard of
Opel but s/he has not seen or driven one.
Figure 4.6 – Manipulation check

Table 4.13 - Group Statistics
ironiness

AdType
direct
ironic

N
46
34

Mean
2.886
3.990

Std. Deviation
.8909
1.0388

Std. Error Mean
.1313
.1781

Table 4.14- Independent Samples Test
Levene's Test
for Equality
of Variances t-test for Equality of Means

ironiness

F
Equal variances assumed .416
Equal variances not
assumed

Sig.
.521

t
-5.106
-4.989

df
78
64.626

Sig. (2tailed)
.000
.000

Mean
Difference
-1.1043
-1.1043

Std. Error
Difference
.2163
.2213

95% Confidence
Interval of the
Difference
Lower
Upper
-1.5349 -.6738
-1.5464 -.6622

Hypothesis testing: The participant distributions for low and high familiarity were not
balanced yet the results of the univariate general linear model proved to be in the
expected direction and the interaction marginally significant. Using ironic symbolism or
imagery reduces the perceived brand value of products with high brand familiarity and
increases the value for the familiar brands. We believe that with more power and an even
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distribution the effects can become highly significant. None the less H2 is marginally
supported. (Table 4.17 and Figure 4.6)
Table 4.15 - Between-Subjects Factors

AdType
Familiarity

0
1
0
1

Value Label
direct
ironic
low familiarity
high familiarity

N
46
34
28
52

Table 4.16 - Tests of Between-Subjects Effects
Dependent Variable:BV2
Source
Corrected Model
Intercept
AdType
Familiarity
AdType * Familiarity
Error

Type III Sum of
Squares
44.460a
1338.739
.011
39.463
1.744
45.127

df
3
1
1
1
1
76

Total

1756.204

80

Corrected Total

89.588

79

Mean Square
14.820
1338.739
.011
39.463
1.744
.594

F
24.959
2254.602
.019
66.460
2.937

Sig.
.000
.000
.891
.000
.091

a. R Squared = .496 (Adjusted R Squared = .476)

Figure 4.7 – Hypotheses test

Table 4.17 - Summary of Results
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Dependent Moderator Hypothesis
Variable
H1a: Ironic advertising will help increase
brand value in general
H1b: Ironic advertising will increase the brand
value of a product with low brand value.
Customer
Perceived
H1c: Ironic advertising will decrease the brand
Brand
value of a product with high brand value.
Value
Brand
H2: Irony will increase brand value for
familiarity products with low brand familiarity in
comparison to products with high brand
familiarity.

Results
Supported
Supported
Supported
Marginally
Supported

GENERAL DISCUSSION
The three studies summarized above yielded interesting results both in terms of their
theoretical and practical implications. However a comprehensive survey of the literature
provides us with various explanations as to the processes that may be taking effect.
One such explanation comes from previous literature on the role of advertising
symbolism in brand value creation. Meenaghan (1995) discusses the role of symbolism
and imagery in advertising when it comes to creating a brand image. The use of irony in
advertising definitely contributes to the image building process and forms or changes the
brand value accordingly. Brands are social signals (p. 26) and irony, if used, becomes
part of that social signal. Products with high brand value experience damage and perhaps
dilution of their image whereas brands with lower initial value create a differentiated
personality. Figure 4.7 explains the interaction between the brand, product, symbolism
and customer needs and values. We substitute ironic symbolism and attempted to explain
the relationship through our findings. To be able to deconstruct this relationship we also
have to account for the product category, which we tried to control with lab experiments.
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We also had to account for consumer needs and the product, and in this paper we
assumed the products had similar relevance and appeal.
Figure 4.8: Processes that Explain the Effectiveness of Ironic Advertising (Broadbent and Cooper, 1987)

Brand

(Ironic) Symbolism

Product

Consumer needs,
values and lifestyle

Future Research
In this paper we introduced one relationship between the tone of advertising (direct vs.
ironic) and perceived brand value. Our investigation led us to claim, irony may be used
effectively for certain types of brands, which have low perceive brand value or high
brand familiarity. Future research should focus on other dimensions of brand equity, such
as brand recall and recognition or various types of brand associations.
Another venue for further research is how the brand image or personality relates to the
use of irony. Several brands try to create an underground or rebellious image in the
consumers mind; irony may increase the brand value as it may be salient with the
intention. On the other end of the spectrum lie brands that symbolize the status quo and
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being part of the society. In this case irony may create confusion or decrease of brand
value. These are propositions that can be tested through experimentation in the lab or in
the field.
Limitations
Like with any other research we recognize there are some limitations to our studies. First
of which is the limitations brought by experimental methods. One might question the
external validity of this paper, the results need to be repeated and field experiments or
other methodologies should bring a variety to the topic. The results found in this paper
should be verified through field experiments.
Moreover the studies do not measure actual behavior but rather intent and attitude. The
results would be invaluable if archival data could show the effect of ironic ads on sales
and actual purchase/repurchase patterns.
Finally we believe triangulation through multiple research methods and paradigms, is
always important and necessary. The topic of ironic advertising has been part of the
literature in post-modern marketing. These articles have been helpful in building the
conceptual framework. A realist take on the topic led us to create the hypotheses and use
empirics to test them. However these studies should be viewed in combination with the
existing literature in post-modern marketing.
Contributions
Marketing scholars focus on brand value and a wide variety of research has been done to
detail the concept, measure it as well as test interaction effects. Advertising has been a
medium that can effect perceptions of brand value. None the less the use of rhetoric,
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more specifically irony and/or sarcasm in advertisements, has never been discussed in
conjunction with brand value. Our contribution to theory, therefore, is the introduction of
a concept that is widely used by marketing professionals and the exploration of its effects
on perceived brand value.
This paper also offers significant implications for advertising professionals. The trend of
using darker shades of humor and sophisticated rhetoric has become widespread, despite
the warning from marketing scholars in the past (Deighton, 1985; Stern 1990). There may
be a right time and audience for these kinds of ads and they may be effective in attracting
attention to the ad itself. However one must consider the risk of creating a negative
connotation to decrease brand value, especially in cases where the product is so new that
brand familiarity is nonexistent. In cases where brand familiarity is high it is important to
look at the level of brand value. Brands that are perceived to have high brand value do
not benefit from irony. Hence in the long run the use of irony could be detrimental.
Marketers should bear in mind the findings of the aforementioned studies, while deciding
the tone of the ads.
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APPENDIX 4.A-Measurement scales
Q1 Please answer the following questions focusing on you general attitude towards Burger
King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/Opel and the companies Brand Image.
Q2 To you Burger King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/Opel is:
1 (1)

2 (2)

3 (3)

4 (4)

5 (5)

6 (6)

7 (7)

Bad:Good
(1)
No value for
money:Value
for Money
(2)

Q3 Please indicate the degree to which you agree with the following statements.
Strongl
y
Disagre
e (1)

Disagre
e (2)

Somewh
at
Disagree
(3)

Neither
Agree
nor
Disagre
e (4)

Somewh
at Agree
(5)

Agre
e (6)

Strongl
y
Agree
(7)

The decision to buy Burger
King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/
Opel products is foolish (1)
Buying Burger
King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/
Opel products is a good
decision (2)
I think Burger
King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/
Opel is a satisfactory brand (3)

Q4 Think about Burger King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/Opel products while responding to the
following
1 (1)

2 (2)

3 (3)

4 (4)

5 (5)

6 (6)

7 (7)

I would not purchase Burger
King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/Opel
products:I would purchase Burger
King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/Opel
products (1)
Mediocre:Exceptional product (2)
Not at all high quality:Extremely
high quality (3)
Poor value:Excellent value (4)
Poorly made:Well made (5)
Boring:Exciting (6)
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Not a worthwhile product:A
worthwhile product (7)
Unappealing product:Appealing
product (8)

Q5 Please indicate how much you agree with the following statements.
Strongly
Disagree
(1)

Disagree
(2)

Somewhat
Disagree
(3)

Neither
Agree nor
Disagree
(4)

Somewhat
Agree (5)

Agree (6)

Strongly
Agree (7)

Yes (6)

Definitely
Yes (7)

I would
like to eat
at/from
Burger
King (1)
Burger
King
would not
taste good.
(2)
I would
like to
have
Burger
King for
breakfast
(3)
I would
like to
have
Burger
King for
lunch (4)
I would
like to
have
Burger
King for
dinner (5)
I would
like to
have
Burger
King as a
snack (6)

Q6 Would you say Burger King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/Opel is:
Definitely
not (1)

No (2)

Probably
not (3)

Maybe
(4)

Probably
yes (5)

High Quality
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(1)
Unsatisfactory
(2)
Appealing (3)
Inferior (4)
Interesting (5)
Desirable (6)
Good (7)
Useful (8)
Distinctive (9)

Please answer the following questions regarding the ad you watched.
Q7 Please indicate the degree to which you agree with the following statements.
Strongl
y
Disagre
e (1)

Disagre
e (2)

Somewh
at
Disagree
(3)

Neither
Agree
nor
Disagre
e (4)

Somewh
at Agree
(5)

Agre
e (6)

Strongl
y
Agree
(7)

The decision to buy Burger
King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/
Opel products is foolish (1)
Buying Burger
King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/
Opel products is a good
decision (2)
I think Burger
King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/
Opel is a satisfactory brand (3)

Q8 Would you say Burger King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/Opel is:
Definitely
not (1)

No (2)

Probably
not (3)

Maybe
(4)

Probably
yes (5)

Yes (6)

Definitely
Yes (7)

High Quality
(1)
Unsatisfactory
(2)
Appealing (3)
Inferior (4)
Interesting (5)
Desirable (6)
Good (7)
Useful (8)
Distinctive (9)

Q9 Think about Burger King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/Opel products while responding to the
following
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1 (1)

2 (2)

3 (3)

4 (4)

5 (5)

6 (6)

7 (7)

I would not purchase Burger
King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/Opel
products:I would purchase Burger
King/Cadillac/Saturn/Toyota/Opel
products (1)
Mediocre:Exceptional product (2)
Not at all high quality:Extremely
high quality (3)
Poor value:Excellent value (4)
Poorly made:Well made (5)
Boring:Exciting (6)
Not a worthwhile product:A
worthwhile product (7)
Unappealing product:Appealing
product (8)

Q10 To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following four statements:
Strongly
Disagree
(1)

Disagree
(2)

Somewhat
Disagree
(3)

Neither
Agree nor
Disagree
(4)

Somewhat
Agree (5)

Agree (6)

Strongly
Agree (7)

This
advertisement
is ironic (1)
This
advertisement
is sarcastic (2)

Q11 The message in this ad is:
1 (1)

2 (2)

3 (3)

4 (4)

5 (5)

6 (6)

7 (7)

Indirect:Direct
(1)
Not
literal:Literal
(2)

The following section is about your purchasing habits. While answering the questions please
consider your general attitude towards shopping.
Q12 Please indicate the degree to which you agree with the following statements.
Strongly
Disagree
(1)

Disagree
(2)

Somewhat
Disagree
(3)

Neither
Agree nor
Disagree
(4)

Somewhat
Agree (5)

Agree (6)

Strongly
Agree (7)

I usually
purchase
brand
name
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products
(1)
Store
brands are
of poor
quality (2)
All brands
are about
the same.
(3)

Q13 Please indicate the degree to which you agree with the following statements.
Strongly
Disagree
(1)

Disagree
(2)

Somewhat
Disagree
(3)

Neither
Agree nor
Disagree
(4)

Somewhat
Agree (5)

Agree (6)

Strongly
Agree (7)

The wellknown
national
brands are
best for
me. (1)
The more
expensive
brands are
usually my
choices.
(2)

Q14 What is your:
Age (1)
Gender (2)
Major (3)
Country of Origin (4)
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